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ABSTRACT
My study examines the experiences and perceptions of Ethiopian immigrants in
Chicago particularly as they relate to their involvement in their children’s schooling.
Through narrative interviews I was able to hear stories of migration, education, and life
changes within families as they emigrated from Ethiopia and (eventually) settled in the US.
Migration, conditioned by political contexts at home, circumstances of mobility, and
available support structures, is translated into life experiences that are infused with
emotion (of various sorts), hardship (and various strategies to understand it and deal with
it), an evolving vision of life in the US, and a changing sense of identity. Transitioning to life
in the US is experienced as a paradox: reconciling expectations vs. reality, confusion in the
way they raise their kids (as Ethiopians or Americans), and other issues related to cultural
change arise as one navigates the long-term migration process. The participants were
deprived of a full education in Ethiopia because of the brutality of the regime; this
experience has motivated them to provide their children the best educational experiences
they can. At the same time, cultural and language barriers create misunderstandings among
immigrant parents and American schools.
I interviewed seven Ethiopian parents for my study—three women and four men.
These parents have been sending their children to American schools. They support their
children in their educations based on their Ethiopian cultural values and beliefs which they
also want to pass onto their children. Their Ethiopian approaches to parental involvement
are not always recognized by American schools, yet their approaches evolve as they spend
more time in the US.
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Chapter 1. Introduction

A fundamental characteristic of people is their movement from place to place. The right
to move was recognized globally over a half century ago with the adoption of the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights. The Declaration states in Article 13 that “Everyone has the right
to freedom of movement and residence within the borders of each state” and “Everyone has
the right to leave any country, including his own, and to return to his country” (UN, 2002, p. 1).
International migration, with its intricate web of demographic, social, economic and
political determinants and consequences, is a topic that has moved to the forefront of national
and international agenda. In the last few years, immigration has become a major issue of
concern in an increasing number of countries. More recently, in the aftermath of the events of
11 September 2001, some countries have further tightened their policies towards immigrants,
refugees and asylum seekers (United Nations, 2002, p. 1). At the same time, migration has been
an important part of the history and development of the United States. In the last four
centuries, many citizens from every part of the world have immigrated to and settled in the
United States. This in turn shows how international migrants are not distributed evenly across
countries or regions. Thus, in 2000, they constituted 8.7 percent of the population in
developing countries, while they accounted only for just 1.5 percent in developing countries
(United Nations, 2002, p. 11).
The Situation of Migration to the US
In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, waves of Russians, Germans, Italians,
and other Europeans, Canadians, and Asians (particularly Chinese and Japanese) arrived in
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United States. After the 1920s, large numbers of people from the developing countries in Latin
America, Caribbean and Asia came. In all of this time, numbers of Africans who immigrated
were insignificant and are barely noted in the immigration records. According to the US
Immigration and Naturalization Service (1991) in 1820, when the agency started compiling data
on immigrants, there was one African among the 8,385 total immigrant population (Kofi, 1994,
pp. 12-13).
Migration from Africa to the United States is a recent event compared to the movement
of people from other continents.1 For example, the 1970 US census does not have any
information on African immigrants, while the 1980 US census indicates their existence by
simply referring to them as Africans, as if Africa was one country, while there is country specific
information for immigrants from other parts of the world (Getahun, 2005, p. 1). African
immigrants began to arrive to North America in larger numbers because of the change in
United States’ immigration policies in 1965. Before 1965, the policies did not favor African,
Asian or Latin American immigration. The 1965 policy changed the situation for would-be
African immigrants and led to an increase in their numbers. At the same time, the African
immigrant population is small compared to other immigrant groups. For example, there are 1.2
million immigrants arriving in the US every year. Out of this figure, Africans make up only 5.5
percent (US Bureau of Census, 1985). Even though people from African origin were brought to
the US in the 16th century as slaves, in my study, I am referring to Africans who came to the US
as immigrants and refugees, particularly, Ethiopian immigrants.
1

The current literature about African migration tends to rely on census data and data related to visa applications
and other relatively recent phenomena. Therefore, the “migration” of slaves to North America, and other early
migration patterns, are often not acknowledged in currently African migration scholarship. Even though the early
movement of peoples from Africa to North America is important, this study focuses on recent immigrants, whose
life experiences are different than African Americans.
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According to Portes and Rumbaut (1990), on the average, compared to immigrants from
other parts of the world, Africans are highly educated. For example, about 49 percent of the
immigrants from Nigeria are college graduates. About 54 percent of immigrants from Zambia
are college graduates, as are 52 percent of immigrants from Tanzania, 52 percent from Kenya,
50 percent from Sudan, 47 percent from Cameroon, and 46 percent from Senegal (US Bureau of
Census, 1984). Whereas, other groups show lower educational levels (Chiswick, 1986, pp. 179180).
The migration of Ethiopians to the US reflects the nature and development of the
Ethiopian-American diplomatic relationship since 1903, and the hegemonic role that America
played in the world since the post-1945 period. The Ethiopian and American relationship began
on an official basis in 1903 with the sending of the Skinner Mission to Ethiopia, and remained
relatively uneventful until the 1930s, and the Italian occupation (1936-1941) (Getahun, 2005).
The most important development in the unofficial Ethiopian-American relationship since
1991 has been the growth of the Ethiopian diaspora in the US. There are at least 300,000
persons of Ethiopian origin now living in the US (WeldeYesus, 2009, p. 14). Many of them came
during Ethiopia’s socialist government period, 1974-1991. Some 5,000 Ethiopians immigrate to
the US each year while another couple of thousand who entered originally for a temporary visit
change their visa status to permanent resident alien. There are major Ethiopian communities in
the Washington metropolitan area, Atlanta, Boston, New York, Houston, Dallas, Los Angeles,
San Diego, Seattle and Minneapolis/St. Paul among others. There is probably no large American
city that does not have at least one Ethiopian restaurant, a sign that Ethiopians are also
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present. In areas where there are large concentrations of Ethiopians, they are beginning to
impact cultural and political life (Skinner, 2003, p. 77).
Ethiopians also live in Chicago, especially in uptown, Edgewater, and Rogers Park
neighborhoods. Ethiopian community leaders estimated roughly 4,500 Ethiopians resided in
Chicago in 2000, with additional small enclaves in Evanston, Elgin, and Wheaton (Kifle, 2008, p.
2). The Ethiopian Community Association of Chicago (ECAC) was founded in 1984. From its
volunteer roots, the ECAC has slowly grown into a substantial organization, helping immigrants
from not only Ethiopia but also other African and Middle Eastern countries negotiate the
difficulties of adaption to an urban environment. Therefore, from its foundation, the ECAC has
focused its efforts on housing, job placement, and employment training (Kifle, 2008) in order to
support newcomers and more established Ethiopians in Chicago.
Research Problem and Purpose
Because of the 1965 US immigration policy changes, many African immigrants have
begun to come to the States from different African countries. These African immigrants might
have different life experiences and cultural backgrounds. Cultural differences often result in
misunderstandings between the host community and immigrants. It can become challenging
for immigrant parents to interact with the American school system and support their children’s
schooling in ways that are recognized by schools and that make sense to parents. Moreover,
cultural communication difficulties could result in overlooking the many assumptions that are
shared by immigrant families and mainstream American families. We know little about how
African families experience and interact with schools in the US, and what they feel are the best
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ways they support their children’s educations. More particularly, we know even less about
Ethiopian families’ experiences and perceptions.
The purpose of my study is to understand the experiences and perceptions of Ethiopian
immigrants in Chicago particularly as it relates to their involvement in their children’s schooling.
From research available (Getahun, 2005, p. 6), not much is known about Ethiopian immigrants
let alone about parental involvement in their children’s education. Many Ethiopian immigrants
and their children speak Amharic or other Ethiopian languages at home. This can create
problems for schools and school districts, since a lack of English comprehension is an
impediment to providing basic services to students in schools, and could be a barrier to higher
academic achievement for immigrant students. My study explores these kinds of issues from
the parents’ perspectives and their involvement in their children’s education.
Research Questions
There are five questions which have guided my study:
1) What is the experience of Ethiopian parents who live in Chicago in the education of their
children?
2) What do Ethiopian parents understand to be school expectations of their parental roles?
3) How did Ethiopian parents learn about Chicago expectations and school processes?
4) How do Ethiopian parents perceive or make sense of parental involvement in Chicago
and back home in Ethiopia?
5) How have the experiences of migration, Ethiopian heritage and life experience
supported, or affected Ethiopian parents in their children education in Chicago?
In order to explore these questions I interviewed seven Ethiopian immigrant parents.
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Importance of the Study
It is my belief that the knowledge generated from my study can be used as a basis for
further study and also to find ways to incorporate Ethiopian culture into American schools in
the area of parental involvement (when American schools develop programs in the area of
parental involvement). Since my study also presents the kinds of experiences the Ethiopian
immigrant parents have brought with them from Ethiopia, American schools could use these as
a basis to understand the Ethiopian parents more and also reach out to them in a better way.
Moreover, as the number of Ethiopian immigrants increase in Chicago and its suburbs, my
study gives hints about this crucial and important issue so that American schools can work more
efficiently and closely with Ethiopian immigrants.
It is also my hope that school districts and the legislature will find ways to use the
information from my study to make educational policies from which immigrant parents from
Ethiopia elsewhere could benefit. The findings of my study could also help teachers and those
who plan to work in the future as teachers, especially, in schools which have students from
diverse cultural groups. These teachers can then see the differences and similarities of
Ethiopian immigrants and use this knowledge to support their children and parents. In addition
to these educational policies, ECAC could use the information from my study to educate newly
arrived immigrants from Ethiopia and create awareness. Such opportunities will help new
immigrants to appreciate the importance of parental involvement and also how to involve
themselves.
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Organization of the Dissertation
The first chapter has explained the reasons for my study, I wanted to explore and
understand the experiences and perceptions of Ethiopian immigrant parents in relation to the
parental involvement in their children’s education. Chapter 2 deals with a review of parent the
literature which I have divided into four sections, namely: (1) Migration (2) The Ethiopian
community in Chicago (3) Education in Ethiopia, and (4) Parental involvement.
Chapter 3 explains the methods I have used to conduct the research. Chapters 4 and 5
are the presentation of the findings from my research, and chapter 6 is the analysis of the
findings. Chapter 7 is the Ethiopian parents’ redefinitions of parental involvement and chapter 8
is Epstein’s overlapping spheres of influence. Finally, chapter 9 is the conclusion.
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Chapter 2. Review of Scholarship

If we look closely at the situation of our world, it is possible to see how complex our
globe is. For example, different parts of our world are not the same in the areas of economy,
freedom, justice, education, the ability to use natural resources and so on. I do believe that
these are some of the reasons why many people leave their countries and migrate to other
countries. For many people around the world moving away from their hometown or village can
be the best, sometimes migration is the only option to improve their life. Migration can be
hugely effective in improving the income, education and participation of individuals and
families, and enhancing their children’s future prospects. For example, I have met my fellow
Ethiopians in different states in the US and they informed me how their lives and the lives of
their children have been transformed since they came to the states as immigrants. People from
all walks of life are on the move both within their own countries and overseas. When people
move, they begin on a journey of hope and uncertainty, whether within or across international
borders.
The literature review chapter has four sections: migration, the Ethiopian community in
Chicago, education in Ethiopia and parental involvement. The increasing of the number of
Ethiopian immigrants into Chicago city has and will continue to have a direct impact on the
city’s school system, since the majority is either school-age children or young adults of
childbearing age. Many of Ethiopian immigrants and their children speak Amharic or other
Ethiopian languages at home. This can create problems for schools and school districts, since a

8

lack of English comprehension is an impediment to providing basic services to students in
schools, and could be a barrier to higher academic achievement for immigrant students.
Migration
According to International Organization for Migration (IOM), migration is “a process of
moving, either across an international border, or within a state. It is a population movement,
encompassing any kind of movement of people, whatever its length, composition and causes; it
includes migration of refugees, displaced persons, uprooted people, and economic migrants”
(IOM, 2004, p. 41). Most of the time, people move across borders, or to different countries by
using legal documents. At the same time, undocumented immigrants are those who do not
have immigration documents or may carry with them expired temporary visas or may have
entered the country without the knowledge of immigration authorities (IOM, 2004; Pine &
Drachman, 2005).
According to the definition presented in the 1951 United Nations Convention and the
1967 protocol that established the mandate for the UNHCR, a refugee is:
Any person who, owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race,
religion, nationality, or political opinion, is outside the country of his/her nationality and
is unable or, owing to such fear or for reasons other than personal convenience, is
unwilling to avail himself/herself of the protection of that country UNHCR (1995) as
cited in IOM, 2004, p. 45.
This definition is accepted by U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services – a division of the Office
of Homeland Security and originally known as the US Immigration and Naturalization Service –
as stated in the amended Refugee Act of 1980, which governs the present policy admitting
refugees into the United States (US Department of Justice, 1999).
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According to Pine and Drachman (2005), refugees are admitted to the United States
because of a “well-founded fear of persecution” (p. 542) in their own country. Although refugee
status is usually accorded to groups of people, each individual must qualify. Refugees are
eligible to apply for legal permanent resident status after a year.
Ethiopians have been migrating to different countries since the early 60s. One of these
countries is the United States. Since 1979 the Refugee Act has provided the principal avenue for
immigrants. The number of Africans resettled in the United States progressively increased since
1982 (Takougang 1995, p. 10). According to United States Committee for Refugees (USCR),
significant numbers of Somali, Ethiopian, Sudanese, Liberian and Sierra Leonean refugees have
been settled in different states in the years 1989-1999. Some of these Ethiopians live in
Chicago; the Ethiopian community in Chicago tries to bring Ethiopians together by the help of
its center from time to time. The Ethiopian Community in Chicago Center also has different
programs for Ethiopians. One of these programs is for Americanized Ethiopian children to know
more about their Ethiopian culture and language. It also helps children in the area of education
including tutoring and teaching them Amharic, an official Ethiopian language, and the Ethiopian
alphabet (Alemu, 2009).
When people leave their country and migrate to another country, one of the problems
they face is in the area of culture. For example, research shows that many educators believe in
the importance of parental involvement in their children’s education. According to Jeynes
(2003), most of the time, immigrant families find it difficult (especially at the beginning of their
arrival) to involve themselves in US schools. They need more time (depending upon their
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educational background) to understand what a relationship between parents and school
actually is. What do schools expect from parents and vice-versa? (p. 205).
Migration as a Social Process
We live in a time of mass migration and many countries are receiving large numbers of
immigrants and refugees. Despite this there is a poor understanding of the migration
experiences of these refugees. According to Monkman (1999), most educational studies do not
acknowledge migration impact beyond recognizing changing demographics and narrowlyfocused educational needs related to language and job skills (p. 367). There has been a
dramatic increase in the immigrant flow from developing countries in Latin America, Asia and
Africa to the United States in recent years (Grasmuck & Pessar, 1991). Many theorists have
linked this migration to the global economic system.
Gardner (1981) presents migration as inherently contradictory. It brings economic,
social and geographical mobility, yet in other ways creates social and economic dependence; it
binds families together, while also pulling them apart; it is a central source of advancement,
and a symbol of power. Migration creates separation of families and yet families could reunite
through migration. Migration can also create an opportunity for immigrants to send money
back home and this money could unite families. Most of the time, the entire families do not
migrate together at once unless they are forced or threaten by a government or other reason,
or come here for employment. Therefore, individuals who migrate leave their families, friends
and their country behind (Gardner, 1981). Even though those who migrate to other countries
become advanced economically and educationally, they also find themselves separated from
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their family members. This is a kind of paradox the author is presenting above (Gardner, 1981,
p. 5).
There are some developing countries which encourage their citizens to migrate to earn
international remittances. For example, the Philippine government relies heavily on foreign
currency sent home by Overseas Filipino Workers, and governmental policies and training
programs have been established to encourage the exportation of Filipino labor (Chang & Ling,
2003 as cited in Browne & Braun, 2008, p. 18). There are also about 8 million Overseas Filipino
Workers (including about 5 million women) work in 140 countries and they remit more than US
$7 to $8 billion each year, representing about 10 per cent of the Philippine gross national
product (Laquian, 2005 as cited in Browne & Braun, 2008, p. 19). In this case, migration is one
of the strategies to reduce poverty (since immigrant workers send money home in the form of
international remittances). According to Laquian (2005), this could be the most effective or only
way to improve the lives of their families (p. 21).
Why People Migrate
Numerically, the rate of migration is increasing rapidly. The precise number of
international migrants is unknown but the International Organization for Migration (1990)
estimated that there were over 80 million persons (1.7 percent of the world`s population)
residing outside their country of birth; 1992 estimates had risen to over 100 million, although
these differences may be attributable to source materials, rather than real trends (Boyle, B. et
al. (1998). About one fifth of these migrants were refugees or asylum seekers, a third were
labor migrants and the remainder includes officially economically inactive family members
(Castles & Miller, 1993).
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Migration across international borders is increasing over time. As of 2000, about
159 million persons worldwide were classified as voluntary migrants, and refugees composed
another 16 million (United Nations, 2003). Over the past decade (1990-2000) alone, more than
1.5 million persons crossed international borders to live in another country. The United States is
the largest recipient of international migrants, with 35 million migrants in 2000, followed by the
Russian Federation (13 million), Germany (7 million), the Ukraine, France, and India (United
Nations, 2005). In addition to globalization forces, conditions that facilitate or encourage
migration include world poverty; readily accessible/affordable transportation; the revolution in
communications; growth in transnational communities; increased demand for workers; changes
in immigration policies; and growing worker networks composed of families, communities, and
institutions (United Nations, 2005).
Table 1. Size and Growth of Migrant Stock by Major Area, 1990-2000.
Major area

1990
Number
(thousands)

2000
Number
(thousands)

Change: 1990-2000
Number
(thousands)

Percent
gain or
loss

World
153956
174781
20825
13.5
More developed regions
81424
104119
22695
27.9
Less developed regions
72531
70662
-1869
-2.6
Least developed countries
10992
10458
-534
-4.9
Africa
16221
16277
56
0.3
Asia
49956
49781
-175
-0.4
Europe
48437
56100
7663
15.8
Latin America and the
6994
5944
-1051
-15.0
Caribbean
Northern America
27597
40844
13248
48.0
Oceania
4751
5835
1084
22.8
Adapted from: United Nations (2002). A United Nations International Migration Report.
Department of Economic and Social Affairs Population Division, New York: United Nations, p. 3.
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In the ten years from 1990 to 2000, the number of migrants in the world increased by
21 million persons, or 14 percent (as indicated in the table). The total net growth in migrants
took place in the more developed regions. Europe, Northern America, Australia, New Zealand
and Japan in total registered an increase of migrant stock of 23 million persons, or 28 percent.
The number of migrants in Northern America grew by 13 million (48 percent) during the last
decade, while Europe’s migrant population increased by 8 million, or by 16 percent. In contrast,
the migrant population of the less developed regions fell by 2 million during the 1990-2000
period. The number of migrants residing in Latin America and the Caribbean declined by one
million, or by 15 percent (United Nations, 2002). In just the five years from 1995-2000, the
more developed regions of the world received nearly 12 million migrants from the less
developed regions, an estimated 2.3 million migrants per year. The largest gains per year were
made by Northern America, which absorbed 1.4 million migrants annually, followed by Europe
with an annual net gain of 0.8 million and by Oceania, with a more modest net intake of 90,000
migrants annually (United Nations, 2002).
According to Massey, Arango, Hugo, Kouaouci, Pellegrino, & Taylor (1998), high fertility
and rapid population growth in developing countries produce large birth cohorts that have
migration-promoting effects within specific socio-economic contexts: they put pressure on
social infrastructure such as schools, roads, hospitals, and clinics; they make the satisfaction of
consumer desires more difficult; they make it harder to provide decent and affordable housing;
they raise unemployment rates; and generally they channel state resources away from
productive investment into current consumption, driving up public expenditures and
contributing to state deficits and foreign debt. For example, Cardinal Roger Mahony (2012) of
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Los Angeles, in his presentation about the immigration debate in the United States, shared with
his audience, an example about family size in Mexico City: Nowadays educated Mexicans are
having only a limited number of children and an older child from such families has less pressure
to migrate to the United States to support their families back home in Mexico.
Internal and international migration for work is commonplace in the global South,
particularly in sub-Saharan Africa (van Blerk & Ansell, 2006). In many rural contexts, young
people frequently engage in migration for work purposes, represents transitions to adulthood
as young people take on responsibilities of providing for themselves and their families from as
young as 13 or 14 years old (Punch, 2002).
Refugees have been defined as those individuals who flee from man-made political
disasters. The most commonly used definition is that of the 1951 UN Convention on Refugees,
according to which refugees are “people who are outside of their own country, owing to a wellfounded fear of persecution, for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a
particular social group, or political opinion” (Bookman, 2006, p. 121). Also, Bandura (1987),
defines refugees as “persons who have left their customary homes under the pressure of fear
for their present or future lives, because of immediate, overt threats or – more
comprehensively – clear denials of basic human rights whose enjoyment is required for
continued over a short or long period” (p. 63). Irrespective of the precise reason for their
displacement, refugees cross international borders and seek asylum in another country.
People can also be expelled from their land. In an expulsion, individuals or entire
communities are simply given a time period during which they must vacate their homes. Often
they are forced at gunpoint to collect their belongings when their homes are destroyed, their
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farms bulldozed, and their crops burned. For example, in Guatemala, 300 campesino families
were evicted in 1996 to make way for a tourist complex (Massey, 1999). They were told they
had no claims to the land and thus the burning of their homes was justified. Padaung
communities in Myanmar were forcefully displaced to make way for large-scale ecotourism
facilities (Portes & Rumbaut, 2001). In west Nepal, the Chherti people were moved from their
lands for the development of tourism at Lake Rara National Park. In Sri Lanka, the huntinggathering Wanniya-laeto were evicted from Madura Oya National Park in 1983 and forced to
become rice-cultivating peasants (those who stayed behind were abused because their
activities were against park regulations. In Thailand, villagers were evicted so that foreign
investors could expand tourist facilities (Portes & Rumbaut, 2001). In the early 1980s, the
socialist government of Ethiopia removed hundreds of thousands of farmers from their land
and put them in a common village (Eide, 2000, p. 63). Some farmers and human rights
organizations complained that the government came up with that kind of plan simply to control
farmers and paralyze its opponents. Research does not indicate whether people who are
expelled are moving internationally or within the same country (Eide, 2000, p. 63).
Migration frequently involves moving to a country, region or even local area
characterized by very different people from those at the origin, with their own relatively
distinct customs, traditions and ways of life. Consequently, migration can be associated with a
degree of cultural alienation and even conflict, experienced especially by the migrants but also
by the established residents of the destination area. In general cultural conflict can be
represented either by racial prejudice of a majority population towards immigrants or by more
strictly cultural mismatches between the two groups (Boyle, Halfacree, & Robinson, 1998).
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According to Chiquiar & Hanson (2005) migration can create inequality among local
people. For example, if an immigrant begins to send money to his/her families, or friends back
home, the life of those people can improve, or change. This improvement or change can
motivate those who have never thought of leaving their region or country to migrate to
different countries to improve their life and the life of their loved ones (p. 252).
The new economics of migration argues that people may be motivated to migrate not
only to increase their absolute income or to diversify their risks, but also to improve their
income relative to other households in their reference group. As a household’s sense of relative
deprivation increases, so does the motivation to migrate. Before anyone has migrated from a
community, income inequality within most poor, rural settings is not great because nearly all
families live close to the subsistence level with minimal outside incomes. After one or two
households have begun participating in foreign wage labor, however, remittances increase the
remaining families’ incomes greatly. Given the costs and risks associated with international
movement, moreover, the first households to migrate are usually located in the middle or
upper ranges of the local income hierarchy (Massey, et al., 1998, p. 14).
The Impact of Migration on Immigrants, Refugees, Sending and Receiving Countries
Migration is a process that impacts the welfare of the household, the home community,
and in the end the whole economy in various ways (Azam & Gubert, 2006). Migration has
positive and negative impacts. For example, migration alleviates poverty by increasing incomes
from remittances, access to finance for starting a new business, as well as tapping on to the
knowledge and resources provided by the international community of the migrant diaspora
(Azam & Gubert, 2006). Exploitation of migrants by some recruiters or employers is reportedly
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widespread; separation from family can be stressful for migrants; and large scale immigration
can pose serious challenges to a nation’s identity and sovereignty (Azam & Gubert, 2006).
While migration has economic, social, and cultural implications for the sending and host
societies, remittances the migrants send home are perhaps the most tangible and least
controversial link between migration and development (Ratha & Shaw 2007). According to the
official estimates, migrants from developing countries sent over $315 billion to their origin
countries in 2009, three times the size of official development assistance (Ratha, 2010). The
true size of remittances including unrecorded flows through formal and informal channels is
likely to be even higher and these flows have remained resilient compared to private capital
flows, and have become even more important as a source of external financing in many
developing countries (Ratha, 2010).
Migration and remittances have both direct and indirect effects on the welfare of the
population in the migrant sending countries (Azam & Gubert, 2006). For example, a crosscountry study of 71 developing countries found that a 10 percent increase in per capita official
international remittances will lead to 3.5 percent decline in the share of people living in poverty
(Adams & Page, 2005). Evidence from Latin America, Africa, South Asia and other regions
suggests that remittances reduce the depth and severity of poverty, as well as indirectly
stimulate economic activity (Adams, 1991). Historically, remittances have tended to rise in
times of economic downturns, financial crises, and natural disasters because migrants living
abroad send more money to help their families back home (World Bank, 2006).
The migration of the highly skilled can be particularly important in the education and
health sectors in small countries that face severe shortages of health workers, especially the
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departure of doctors may result in underemployment of nurses and other auxiliary staff
(Commander, 2004). When the migrants return, they have usually acquired skills that are
needed in the sending community as manifested by a sizable wage-premium paid to the
returned migrants (Wahaba, 2007). Furthermore, Mountford (1997) suggests that the
possibility of emigrating abroad increases the interest in and returns to higher education, which
can increase the total number of highly skilled also in the home country (World Bank, 2006).
In most cases moving to another country and being separated from one’s immediate
family takes place at considerable emotional cost (D’Emilio, 2007). Especially temporary circular
migration increases the risk for family breakdown, fragmentation of social networks and
psychosocial stress (Kahn, 2003). The emotional impact is not just limited to the migrants
themselves, but also to the family left behind. Especially in poorer households where the whole
family cannot afford to emigrate together, they emigrate one member at a time resulting in
eroded family structures and relationships (Lucas, 2005). The longer the separation between
the migrating parents and their children, the more children lose parents’ reference in the
management of the household, their authority and their role as providers of love and material
care (D’Emilio, 2007). Parents are gradually replaced by other family members, or the children
take upon themselves the task of parenting. The feeling of rejection, abandonment and loss
follow the children left behind, and cannot be compensated by the material gifts and
remittances sent from abroad (UNDP, 2009, p. 76).
Separation from the parents has also long-term consequences in all aspects of the
children’s lives. For example, evidence from Mexico points to the fact that the offspring from
migrant families have lower educational attainment than other children, as the boys of the
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migrants are more likely to opt for migration themselves (implying decreasing returns to
education) while the domestic workload of the daughters increase (McKenzie & Rapoport,
2006). Adolescents left behind are also commonly overrepresented in adapting risky behavior,
and absence of mothers has been found to be associated with the involvement of children with
violence: 80 percent of children in conflict with the law in Jamaica had their mothers absent,
while this was the case for only 30 percent of other children (D’Emilio, 2007). Also the abuse of
drugs and alcohol as well as reduced school attendance has been observed among children left
behind by migrants. On the other hand, recent evidence from Mozambique suggests that
migration could also strengthen social networks as the higher income remittances reduces the
cost for the migrant-sending household to participate in these networks (Gallego & Mendola,
2010).
Even though migration is usually a voluntary and planned choice of individual, the reality
might turn out to be very different from the original expectations. Migrants could be trapped in
trafficking. Young are exploited as sex workers abroad, and in many cases they have been
promised legitimate work at the destination but then forced into prostitution upon arrival and
also migrants can be abused by the middle men or the recruitment agencies is a problem
(Kebede, 2001). Migrants could also be blamed for negative economic outcome for the
destination countries are increased job competition that allegedly brings down the wages for
the locals, and the increased fiscal burden for caring for growing population of immigrants
(Ratha & Shaw, 2007).
Immigrants also face different challenges after moving into other countries. Even
though a degree in which every person learns differs, human beings have the capacity to learn
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different things to live. According to Monkman (1999), one learns throughout one’s lifetime,
some but not all learning is planned, and learning can take place in and out of schooling
environments (p. 369). In this view, learning is intrinsic to living, as being and becoming lie at
the heart of our thinking about learning and learning is the driving force of social change. It is
true that there is always a possibility to learn new things formally or informally. According to
Delors (1996), learning comprises four dimensions: learning to know, learning to do, learning to
be and learning to live together. Immigrants need assistance with language, employment,
housing, daycare, education, health, counseling, legal and social services (Guo, 2010). For
example, Monkman (1999) presents how Mexican immigrants try to learn the English language,
job skills, new things about the USA and adapt themselves to different situations. Many of
these learning processes take place in social interaction among friends, relatives, and
acquaintances, that is, within one’s social network (Monkman, 1999, pp. 370 - 373). Otherwise,
immigrants who have little access to a social network that more established may find difficult to
adapt to a new country and its culture.
Research shows that one of the major barriers facing immigrants’ adaptation is lack of
access to social services (Bergin, 1998). Bergin (1998) reviewed nearly 400 publications from
Australia, Britain, Canada and the USA on aspects of ethnoracial access to, and utilization and
delivery of, social services. He concluded that:
recent immigrants very often experience low rates of utilization of many important
social and health services, despite evidence of significant need and the fact that
immigrants contribute more to the economy through taxation than they use in services.
At the same time, undocumented immigrants do not have access to some services. For
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example, low utilization can be attributed to a number of barriers, including language
difficulties, lack of information about services, cultural patterns of help seeking, lack of
cultural sensitivity by service providers, financial barriers and lack of service availability
(Guo, 2010, p. 155).
According to Castles & Miller (2009), migration has doubled since the 1970s, and the
European Union (EU) has seen arrivals from beyond its borders grow by 75 percent in the last
quarter century. The movement of people (immigrants), whether voluntary or imposed,
temporary or permanent, is accelerating. Along with new forms of communication, it enables
unprecedented cultural displacement, renewal, and creation between and across origins and
destinations (Boyle, et al., 1998).
Based on the Annual Report of Organization for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD) (2008), with the exception of Australia, immigrants across all categories,
including high-qualified immigrants, earn less than native-born individuals. In the United States,
for example, immigrants earn about 20 per cent less than native-born Americans because they
get jobs that are different and mainly manual labor focused. The same report shows that
immigrants from non-OECD countries are at a particular disadvantage because the labor market
tends to strongly value host country credentials and experience and to devalue those from nonOECD countries. According to the report, immigrants tend to be overrepresented in manual
labor, service and manufacturing jobs and greatly under-represented among office workers
(Guo, 2010). This report puts Australia as a country that offers its native born and immigrants
equal job opportunities. Unfortunately, Guo’s (2010) research article failed to inform its readers
how many immigrants are in the country, what the policy of Australia looks like on immigrants,
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how often the country offers citizenship and how long it takes for an immigrant to become an
Australian citizen? I think we need to take into consideration many things (geography, policy,
and population) before we begin to compare.
In summary, migration has become one of the main issues for many countries. The
number of immigrants, whether within or across international borders, has increased.
Migration separates families and also creates opportunity for reunification. Migration can also
enable developing countries to get international remittances. At the same time, migration has
impacts on refugees, sending and receiving countries. Nations need to work together to tackle
the issue of immigrants and also address problems of people before they leave their home
villages, towns, or countries that with increasing migration, and when we understand how it
changes lives individually and collectively, in both sending and receiving countries, we would do
well to consider more fully what this means for education.
Over the period of the past 25 years, more than 1 million Ethiopians have been
displaced within the country, and an estimated 1.25 million Ethiopians have fled to neighboring
countries (Fanta, Hyman & Noh, 2004). After long periods spent in refugee camps or thirdcountry havens, Ethiopians who met the immigration criteria of sponsoring countries, such as
United States, Canada, Europe and Australia, received political asylum and resettled (Fanta,
Hyman & Noh, 2004). According to the U.S. Census Bureau, 137,012 Ethiopian immigrants lived
in the United States as of 2008 (Terrazas, 2011). There are many Ethiopians who live as
immigrants in United States, Canada, U.K. Germany, Italy, France, the Netherlands, and some
other European countries, Norway, Sweden and Australia. Ethiopians live in different cities in
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United States and Chicago is one of these cities in which Ethiopian immigrants live. Therefore,
the next section deals with the Ethiopian immigrants in Chicago.
The Ethiopian Community in Chicago
In recent years, it is possible to see a growing presence of Ethiopian immigrants in the
United States. Estimates put the number between three hundred fifty and six hundred
thousand (Gebre, 2004; Getahun, 2007). The majority of these are concentrated in the
Washington D.C. and Los Angeles metropolitan areas. Ethiopian immigrants are concentrated in
various cities or immigrant enclaves across the United States, and the Chicago metro area is
one of them. A table which shows eleven major cities across the United States with an
Ethiopian immigrant population of 10,000 or more.
Table 2. Ethiopian Immigrants in Major Cities in the U.S.
Major City/Metropolitan
area
Washington
Metropolitan Area (DC,
MD and VA)
Los Angeles, CA

Population

Major City/Metropolitan area

Population

100,000

Dallas, TX

15,000

30,000

Minneapolis - St. Paul, MN

15,000

Bay Area, CA

25,000

New York-New Brunswick

15,000

Seattle, WA

25,000

Boston, MA

10,000

Denver, CO
Atlanta, GA

20,000
15,000

Chicago, IL

10,000

Adapted from: Weldeyesus, W. (2009). Language Socialization and Ensuing Identity
Construction among Ethiopian Immigrants in Metropolitan Denver. Unpublished thesis,
University of Colorado, Boulder, p. 14.
In 1991, the U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Service estimated that about 57 million
people had immigrated to this country between 1820 and 1990 (Getahun, 2007, p. 6).
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Historically, while the greatest number of immigrants came from Europe (Taeuber and Taeuber,
1965), the records indicate that recent immigrants are now coming from other regions of the
world. For example, there were 101,063 Sub-Saharan African-born persons residing in the
United States in 1980 (U.S. Bureau of Census, 1985).
According to Shinn (2003), Skinner’s 1903-04 mission to Ethiopia resulted in the signing
of a treaty between the United States and Ethiopia to regulate commercial relations. Therefore,
the year 1903 marks the beginning of official contact between Ethiopia and the United States
(p. 3). Long before the start of any official ties, there are undocumented reports that the first
Ethiopians to come to the United States were merchants who came aboard a ship and
disembarked in New York in 1808 (WeldeYesus, 2009). These merchants met with AfricanAmerican Baptist Christians, who jointly established an open-to-all church in Harlem, New York
City, and named it the Abyssinian Baptist Church (Mohammed, 2006, as cited in Weldeyesus,
2009, p. 13).
During the time of Emperor Haile Selassie (1930-1974), Ethiopians who were sent
abroad to study went back to Ethiopia and served their country at different departments
(Getahun, 2007). Many Ethiopians began to leave the country during the socialist regime (19741991) that had ruled the country virtually through a state of terror and to which physical
persecution and psychological injury of many Ethiopians was attributed. The socialist regime
massacred hundreds of thousands of civilians and this massacre became one of the main
reasons for thousands of Ethiopians to exodus (Tiruneh, 1995). The socialist regime’s brutal
tactics changed this situation and forced hundreds of thousands of Ethiopians to flee from the
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country. Refugees who fled the communist regime (1974-1991) often first went to neighboring
countries before being resettled in the west, thereby establishing communities (Bhave, 2001).
Ethiopians began to come to the United States of America in 1960s. The Ethiopians in
the United States can be categorized into three groups. The first group comprised highly
educated Ethiopians, tourists, businessmen and women and government officials, who failed to
return home because of the 1974 Revolution in Ethiopia. The second group encompassed those
brought by International Organizations to the US from refugee camps, mainly from Sudan,
between the early 1980s and the mid-1990s. The third group has been coming to the US using
the opportunity of the US Green Card Lottery. The official name for green card lottery is
Diversity Visa (DV). When a person wins a DV, he/she can come to the US and a green card is
issued to that person. This green card enables a person to live, work, and study in the US. This
US Green Card Lottery application program was established in the 1996 Immigration Act in
order to give US immigration opportunities to natives from countries other than the main
source countries of immigration to the US. This program was legislated by the US government
to award about 55,000 US Green Cards to people from all around the world per year. All 55,000
US green card lottery application winners are issued a US green card, authorizing them and
their families to live, work and study in US. The green card lottery application program is the
easiest way (it would be only easy if you win the DV lottery) to obtain a US green card (Bhave,
2001). Ethiopians also come to the US to study, for sports (mainly athletics), for medication, as
tourists and to visit their family members.
Chicago’s Ethiopian Community took root in Chicago in the early 1980s, largely in the
Uptown, Edgewater, and Rogers Park neighborhoods. Community leaders estimated roughly
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4,500 Ethiopians resided in Chicago in 2000, with additional small enclaves in Evanston, Elgin,
and Wheaton. An estimated 200,000 people of Ethiopian descent lived in the United States in
2000, with Washington DC, Minneapolis, and Atlanta the three largest Ethiopian centers
(Melaku, 2002; Alemu, 2009).
The Ethiopian Community Association of Chicago was founded in 1984 and the
Ethiopians who lived in Chicago in those days did not feel a need for an association. A tragic car
accident, which happened in Chicago in 1984 involving the death of an Ethiopian immigrant,
exposed the lack of community resources to aid newcomers. Soon after, several Ethiopian
residents founded the Ethiopian Community Association of Chicago (ECAC), initially located in
Rogers Park. From its volunteer roots, the ECAC has slowly grown into a substantial
organization, helping immigrants from not only Ethiopia but also other African and Middle
Eastern countries negotiate the difficulties of adaption to an urban environment. From its
foundation, the ECAC has focused its efforts on housing, job placement, and employment
training (Kifle, 2008).
In addition to ECAC services, the Ethiopian Evangelical Church in Rogers Park and the
Ethiopian Orthodox Churches in Evanston and south-east of Chicago remain important
congregations in Chicago`s Ethiopian community. The Ethiopian Catholics in Chicago also get
together in one of Catholic parishes in uptown from time to time. In fact, I have been serving
the Ethiopian Catholic Community in Chicago for more than six years. Moreover, the Ethiopian
Soccer League connects the Chicago community with Ethiopian Americans in other cities
through summer competitions and social events. More than ten Ethiopian restaurants in
Chicago also serve as informal networking sites (Glanton, 1991; Alemu, 2009).
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At the same time, we should keep in mind that settlement varies from group to group.
Chicago is well known for its ethnic enclaves, and as they develop and people in these
communities start faring better in terms of language skills and jobs, they feel more comfortable
moving beyond the community. But for new arrivals, ethnic communities often serve as a
saving grace. For example, Nardos Girma (as quoted by Kobel, 2010), an immigrant from Addis
Ababa in Ethiopia, came to Chicago because of the large Ethiopian community and because of
the family ties she has here. “The more you see a concentration of your people in a city, the
more you want to go there and that keeps building,” says Girma, who works as a waitress at an
Ethiopian restaurant and attends a local university. “Every winter I want to leave Chicago, but
there are a lot of Ethiopians and so it is very social and hard to leave.” She says her
neighborhood has even adapted to an Ethiopian way of life. “There are several mini markets
selling our food here, and restaurants too. We are just part of the fabric now” (Kobel, 2010, p.
4).
According to ECAC’s (2009) newsletter ECAC hosted a gala in the fall of 2009 to
celebrate 25 years of distinguished service to the immigrant and refugee communities in
general, and to the Ethiopian community in particular. “Celebrating the Past, Building the
Future” was the theme for ECAC’s Community and Childcare Center Project. The goal of the
association was to raise $3 million by 2010 in order to purchase a facility on Chicago’s North
Side to serve as a childcare and cultural center for the Ethiopian community, as well as all other
immigrants and refugees who seek their services. The Ethiopian Community in Chicago also
hosted for the first time since its inception 26 years ago, the Ethiopian Soccer Federation in
North America (ESFNA). The Chicago-based Blue Nile Soccer Team, an ESFNA member since
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1988, was selected to host the 26th annual tournament at Lane Tech Stadium, from June 28-July
4, 2009. ESFNA’s annual event was not only for sports supporters and enthusiasts; more than
15,000 people came for alumni gatherings, political and NGO conferences, and cultural events
(Alemu, 2009).
Many Ethiopians in Chicago estimate that there are more than 10,000 Ethiopians living
in the Midwest and the majority of these live in Chicago and its suburbs. Some work as
professionals and are suburban homeowners and others live in different neighborhoods in
Chicago. Based on their past experiences as immigrants and refugees, Ethiopians in Chicago
understand a moral responsibility to reach out to struggling immigrants and refugees. “A lot of
us, when we got here, received help from a lot of good people,” said Mawi Asgedom, a
Chicago-based Ethiopian motivational speaker whose 2000 memoir, Of Beetles and Angels, tells
of his rise from being a child refugee being resettled in Wheaton, and to graduating from
Harvard University in 1999. “Now, we are at the point where we are saying: `We can help other
people’” (Asgedom, as cited in Kifle, 2008, p. 3).
Ethiopians in Chicago support each other during wedding celebrations, console each
other when someone dies; they often bring food to a house whose family member deceased
and contribute money to arrange to send body back to Ethiopia for burial. These types of social
activities unite Ethiopians. At the same time, it is possible to see divisions among Ethiopians in
Chicago and other cities in the US in the area of politics, religion, regions, tribes and languages.
These differences are also some of the reasons and obstacles why ECAC does not know the
exact number of Ethiopians who live in Chicago and its suburbs. In the beginning of 2010 ECAC
moved into a new building they purchased that helped the association to widen its services and
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reach out to more immigrants and refugees. The center is known as the Ethiopian Community
Center in Chicago (Gebru, 2010; Terrazas, 2011).
In summary, like many other immigrant groups, Ethiopians have been migrating to
different countries including the United States of America. Ethiopians began to come to the US
in 1960s. Some of these Ethiopians live in Chicago. When people leave their countries of origin
and migrate to other countries, they come across many new things. Many of these things are
completely new to them and could become a source of fear and uncertainty. Education is also
one of the areas which becomes a new experience for immigrants and their children. To
understand educational experience in the US, however, we must first understand the
educational system in Ethiopia: How does educational context and experience change when
one migrates? When one migrates educational context and experience change dramatically in
terms of language, environment, relationships with teachers and schools, school policies, and
some technical words and phrases in education and others.
Education in Ethiopia
Ethiopia is one of Africa’s oldest nations, with a history of rulers dating back more than
three thousand years. And while European powers invaded, occupied, and colonized the rest of
the continent in the past few centuries, a succession of strong rulers helped Ethiopia resist this
fate. The country has remained an independent nation for nearly all of its history except during
the invasion by Italy from 1936 to 1941 (Wagaw, 2004, p. 10). Also, Ethiopia is one of the few
countries in the world with a long-standing literary history and its own scripts (Negash, 2006).
These scripts are used in schools, courts, churches, mosques and for different purposes.
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Traditional Education
Western education formal schooling was introduced to Ethiopia in 1907. Before the
introduction of formal education, there were traditional and religious forms of educations in
Ethiopia. In formal schooling, learning from textbooks and large classes are common in many
parts of Ethiopia. In most Sub-Saharan African states education (broadly defined as a system of
learning from textbooks and carried out in large classes) is a phenomenon that has a strong
colonial legacy. Mostly carried out by missionaries, education during the colonial times stressed
some values at the expense of others. One of the highly privileged values was the acquisition of
a foreign (European) language (Negash, 2006). Education has gone through different phases in
Ethiopia. For example, since the fifth or sixth century, the Ethiopian Orthodox clergy has taught
in schools attached to the monasteries and churches of northern and central Ethiopia. Secular
subjects such as science, history, and geography were unknown; instead, the church liturgy was
taught, and students memorized extensive extracts from the Bible in Ge’ez, the liturgical
language. In Muslim communities, Quran schools taught the reading of the Qur’an in Arabic and
the memorization of extensive parts of it (Balsvik, 2005).
Ethiopia has a long and rich history of educational traditions. Traditional or indigenous
(informal) education, is as old as ethnic groups themselves. It is practiced by all ethnic and
linguistic groups and remains an important transmitter of cultural identity from one generation
to the next. It instills in children the attitudes and skills appropriate for participating in and
being a part of the community and, as such includes the teaching of male and female social
roles, language, religious practices, and cultural rituals, practices and beliefs. Traditional
education responds to the concrete problems of local communities. For example, in Ethiopia
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parents and elderly people informally teach children how to know what is implied or hidden
within a given phrase or speech. Ethiopians refer to such wisdom as “Sam enna Worq” (Wax
and Gold). According to “Sam enna Worq,” discourse has manifest meanings that convey the
hegemonic understanding (the sam or wax), while, at the same time, it harbors hidden
meanings (the worq or gold) that are qualitatively different from and in contradiction to the
manifest meanings the hegemonic understanding imposes. This is learned by listening to elders,
or by relating to a story, or experience, or they are taught by teachers and elders formally and
informally. Traditional education also prepares political leaders and ordinary farmers in the
community. Under the present situation, because many school age children and the majority of
adults in the rural areas of Ethiopia have little access to modern education, traditional
education continues to play an important role in preparing the young generation for their
future lives (Negash, 2006; Milkias & Kebede, 2010).
Traditional education focuses on traditional values that are acquired, admired and
validated within different ethnic groups. These help children and adults learn how to behave
within given ethnic groups and also how to interact with their environments. Some of the
examples include how to express politeness, acceptable conduct, bravery, honesty, humility,
and the mastery of skills, the place of elderly within a society, and understanding wedding and
funeral ceremonies (Milkias & Kebede, 2010).
Religious Education
Since the 5th century the Ethiopian Orthodox Church assumed the exclusive task of
designing and propagating an educational system whose central subjects were the religious
beliefs, values, and practices of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church. In addition to religious
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instruction, the education had a secular component that dealt with Ethiopia’s history and sociopolitical organization. The Ethiopian Orthodox Church played great roles in the area of
education for sixteen centuries until they were progressively supplanted by modern education
(Milkias & Kebede, 2010). The church liturgy was taught, and pupils memorized, extensive
extracts from the Bible in Ge’ez, the liturgical language. The skills of painting, reading, music,
and the writing of poetry and literature were also transmitted through the church schools.
Church education had different stages and many of these stages took many years and
only the truly dedicated students were able to complete the entire program. Moreover, since
the church did not provide students with food and most of the students came from far away,
they were supposed to go to different villages to beg for their daily bread. In addition to the
number of years required for the church education, the style of life and instruction were also
very tough. Most children never attended since they were needed on their farms. The Muslim
counterpart of the Christian church school is the Qur’an school. Muslim culture and faith were
adapted in much of the eastern, southern and south-eastern regions of Ethiopia. A non-formal
school system was established to teach the ethics and theology of Islam. The Islamic education
system emphasized reading and recitation in Arabic. The mosques in the Muslim areas started
Qur’anic schools at the 7th century. The sheikh, a personage distinguished for his pious
learning, functions as the teacher in these schools (Markakis, 2006; Balsvik, 2005).
In addition to the Ethiopian Orthodox Church and Muslim schools, there are also
Catholic Schools in Ethiopia. Catholic schools started at the 17th century and they were more
like western schools (seminaries). These Catholic Schools are meant to educate children from
all kinds of backgrounds. In fact, the Catholic Church in Ethiopia tries to support children from
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poor family backgrounds to have good education by offering them scholarship. At the same
time, there are seminaries which are exclusively meant for men who want to become priests
within the Catholic Church. The minor seminaries admit students who are in high school (grades
9-12) and the major seminaries are for those who study philosophy and theology. Except for a
number of courses, the curriculum of philosophy and theology follows the curriculum of the
Catholic Church worldwide. The local courses include, Ethiopian literature, Ge’ez, or Oriental
rite, the history of Christianity in Ethiopia, among others.
Ethiopia, like most African countries, is a multilingual nation, with more than 85
indigenous languages. The majority of Ethiopians speak more than one language, even if they
are not fluent in every language they speak (Cooper, 2001). Many Ethiopians also need to use
more than one language in order to pursue their livelihoods and to access economic
opportunities and services in the states, since particular occupations are tied to the use of
certain languages (Tamirat, 1998; Wagaw, 2004). Ethiopian languages can be divided into four
groups: Semitic, Cushitic, Omotic and Nilotic. Semitic languages are mainly used in the northern
and central parts of the country and Cushitic languages are used in western, southern, south
eastern, Eastern, north eastern and central Ethiopia. Omotic languages are spoken in the
southern and western parts of the country. Whereas, Nilotic languages are used in southern
and south western Ethiopia. Amharic which belongs to the Semitic group is the working
language of the Federal Government of Ethiopia. Since Amharic was used as the medium of
educational instruction throughout the country until 1991, it is spoken by many Ethiopians. In
addition to these, a number of regions still use Amharic as the medium of instruction.
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From grades 1 to 8 regional languages are currently used in some regions as the
medium of instruction and Amharic and English are taught as single subjects. Moreover, English
is also used to teach some courses in 7th and 8th grades. Even though the Ge’ez language is not
spoken any more, it is used for liturgy and known as “The Liturgical Language.” The Ethiopian
Orthodox Church and the Catholic Church use Ge’ez for liturgy. It is used only by Catholics who
follow the Oriental or Coptic rite. The Ethiopian Catholics who do not belong to the Oriental or
Coptic rite, follow the Latin rite. The Ethiopian Orthodox system of religious education has
three distinct and successive stages, which can be said to correspond to elementary, secondary,
and higher levels.
Students who want to pursue higher levels of study should go to the main churches and
monasteries. Higher studies begin with the “Zema Bet” (School of Music) in which students
study the musical composition and the liturgy of the Ethiopian Church. The next stage was
called “Kine Bet,” which means School of Poetry. It focuses on church music, the composition of
poetry, the study of theology and history. The third level is called “Metsahaf Bet,” School of
Texts, or Books; it provides an in-depth study of the sacred books of the Old and New
Testaments as well as of books related to monastic life. The spirit of this education was to
produce scholars who were able to serve the Ethiopian Orthodox Church and, by extension, the
country, with a sense of dedication and sense of mission (Milkias & Kebede, 2010; Markakis,
2006; Balsvik, 2005).
Modern Education
The introduction of modern or Western education (formal schooling) in Ethiopia began
during the last years of King Menelik’s reign (1889-1913). Even though Westernized education
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in Ethiopia began in a few foreign mission schools in the late nineteenth century, King Menelik
opened the first state primary school in 1907, but government commitment to education began
in earnest with King Haile Selassie (Balsvik, 2005; Markakis, 1975). This was in 1941, after he
came back from exile in the UK. When Italy occupied Ethiopia from 1936-41, King Haile Sellassie
went into exile in UK During his stay in the UK, he was able to see the level of modern
education and that experience encouraged him to implement modern education earnestly.
Moreover, the idea for modern education in Ethiopia was certainly inspired by the mission
schools (Milkias, 2010; Negash, 2006). Whenever missionaries built a church, they also opened
schools and delivered education which was modern. At the same time, it was not easy for King
Menelik to introduce modern education. The Ethiopian Orthodox Church, which up to that
period had a virtual monopoly on education, strongly opposed the establishment of a secular
school.
The Ethiopian Orthodox Church feared the undermining potential of a state school
system managed, at least initially, by European teachers (Milkias & Kebede, 2010). Moreover,
the Ethiopian Orthodox Church feared that through modern education, Ethiopian Orthodox
Christians might become Catholics or Evangelicals (since Catholic and Evangelical religions were
associated with the European missionaries and teachers). Western education during the first
twenty years of its existence resembled language institutes rather than what we would now
recognize as a school. There was no age limit for admission, but a prior knowledge of Amharic
(an official language of the country) was a prerequisite. French, English, Italian and Arabic were
the main subjects taught at the Menelik School (Milkias & Kebede, 2010; Balsvik, 2005).
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Since the 1940s Ethiopia has experienced three systems of political governance, each
with a particular education policy. The first system of governance was the Imperial system that
started soon after WWII and lasted until 1974; the second was the military/socialist system that
lasted until 1991. The third and current federal system of governance became fully operational
after 1991. Therefore, it would be appropriate to present the Ethiopian education under these
three systems of governances.
Education during Imperial Rule (1930 – 1974)
Haile Sellassie consistently identified himself as the father and upholder of Western
education, and he had this theme endlessly repeated in the news media throughout his
lifetime. He visited schools, sometimes bringing fruit from his private orchards; he handed out
certificates and prizes and sent promising students abroad to study at his “own” expense
(Bolsvik, 2005, p.4). Moreover, graduates who returned from studying abroad would be
received in audience. King Haile Sellassie did this to show the need of educated Ethiopians in
the country and also to encourage those who were still abroad studying (Bolsvik, 2005;
Markakis, 2006).
The golden age of western education in Ethiopia is usually referred to as the years
between 1941 and 1970. Some scholars used the phrase “golden age” to show the attention
given, or the importance the King showed towards the department of education and tried to
improve the quality of education. For this, the education sector was well staffed and financed
(Negash, 2006; Milkias & Kebede, 2010). The King believed strongly in the centrality of
education as a vehicle of progress. Throughout the 1950s and 1960s the University College at
Addis Ababa had to compete for students with the various vocational and technical secondary
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schools. Jobs were plentiful and salaries were closely tied to academic qualifications (Negash,
2006). After just a few years of education, children from humble backgrounds found themselves
in high positions with an income that could have been more than ten times the income of their
parents. Education was free and it appealed more to the poorer section of the population; the
rich and the aristocracy were less enticed by the economic returns of education since they
already had economic resources (Negash, 2006).
King Haile Selassie wanted public, private, and missionary schools to educate and train
citizens who respected their king, country and religion. Moreover, education was expected to
help all students know that the power of the king was from the above (Milkias & Kebede, 2010).
Like the church, the mosques in the Muslim areas had a parallel function in running Qura’nic
schools starting from the 7th century in Ethiopia. But unlike the church schools, the Qur’anic
schools were maintained by the local committees themselves and received no state assistance
of any kind and the opposition from the Orthodox Church limited the operation of such schools
only to the centers of Islamic faith where community support was available (Markokis, 1994, p.
31). As the Royal Family in the United Kingdom is considered the defender and promoter of the
Anglican Church, King Haile Selassie considered himself the defender of the Ethiopian Orthodox
Church. Therefore, he did not want any formal Muslim schools in Ethiopia.
Total enrollment in both primary and secondary sectors increased from 35,000 in 1946
to 95,000 in 1955. In the 1962-63 academic year there were about 8,000 students enrolled in
grade 8, whereas total enrollment in grades 9 to 12 of public and private schools was 9,940. In
the same year, enrollment in grades 1 to 8 reached 304,138 (the population of school age
children was 7-16 years at the time). In 1974 (the year King Haile Sellassie was deposed), the
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total enrollment reached 1.1 million (Negash, 2006, p. 15). Even though the enrollment shows
improvement, at the same time, these figures represented less than 16 per cent of Ethiopia’s
school age children.
Education during Military/Socialist System (1974 – 1991)
After the demise of King Haile Selassie, Provisional Military Administrative Council
(PMAC) took power. This was known as “Derg” an old Amharic word for committee, was a
collection of middle and low-ranking military officers who spontaneously joined together during
the 1974 February revolution when a political vacuum was created as a result of the demise of
the Haile Selassie regime (Berhe, 2009, p. 126). Mengistu Haile Mariam, who was a colonel
himself and who ruled Ethiopia from 1974 to 1991 was supported mainly by the military
division he belonged to before he came to power in 1974. From 1974 to 1991 Ethiopia was
declared a republic and ruled by a socialist/communist workers party. The economy of the
country was socialized; urban and rural lands were put under state control. The Cold War was
indeed a decisive context which made possible the tranisition from the pro-West alliance of the
Imperial system to that supported and protected by the Soviet Union (Poluha, 2004, p. 178).
The leaders, who grabbed power immediately after King Haile Selassie, soon proclaimed
a republic, promised that they would transform the economy and hence pull country out of its
poverty. In this framework, the education sector was assigned a key role. The fundamental aim
of education, as expressed by the Ethiopian government in the early 1980s, was to cultivate
Marxist-Leninist ideology in the young generation, to develop knowledge in science and
technology, and to integrate and coordinate research with production so as to enable the
revolution to move forward and secure productive citizens (Negash, 2006, p. 18). Moreover, it

39

was committed to offering primary education for all Ethiopian children. For example, by 1974,
when the revolution erupted, only 15.3 percent of school age children were attending primary
schools. Kenya and Tanzania had reached a stage of universal primary education in the mid
1970s. The other neighboring countries, Somalia, the Sudan, Zimbabwe and Zambia had 50 per
cent, 51 per cent, 72 per cent and 95 per cent, respectively, of their primary school aged
children enrolled at school (UNESCO, 1992). Thus, the participation rate in Ethiopia before the
Revolution of 1974 was very low even by African standards (Bogale, 2009). (See Table 3 for the
changes in enrollment over time)
Table 3 Changes in Enrollment over Time.
Academic year

Primary (grades 1-8)

Secondary (grades 9-12)

Tertiary (University)

1956/7
135,467
4,845
466
1 974/5
1,042,900
81,000
6,474
1990/91
3,926,700
454,000
18,000
Adapted from: Negash, T. (2006). Education in Ethiopia. From Crisis to the Brink of Collapse,
Nordiska Afrikainstitutet, p. 19.
Between 1974 and 1991, enrollment increased at a rate of 12 percent thus covering
about 35 percent of the 7-16 years school age children. The above table demonstrates the rate
of growth during the two periods of King Haile Selassie and Socialist government (Negash,
2006). In the National Democratic Revolution Program, a program of a ruling party, of the
Ethiopian Government (April, 1976), the Educational Guideline was issued, which states, “There
will be an educational program that will provide free education, step by step, to the broad
masses” (Milkias, 2006, p. 17). Education was to intensify the struggle against feudalism,
imperialism, and bureaucratic capitalism (Milkias and Kebede, 2010). Since the revolution
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primary and secondary schools and higher education have been established in many parts of
the country; the fundamental aim of education, as expressed by the Ethiopian government in
the early 1980s, was to cultivate Marxist-Leninist ideology in the young generation, to develop
knowledge in science and technology, and to integrate and coordinate research with
production so as to enable the revolution to move forward and secure productive citizens
(Milkias, 2006). The Socialist government made substantial progress in education sector and
also influenced many young men and women to be non-believers by eroding the dominance of
the Coptic Orthodox Church (Poluha, 2004, p. 179). For example, during the regime of King
Haile Selassie, many Ethiopians believed that the authority of the king was from God. Instead,
during the time of communist/socialist regime in Ethiopia, many young men and women
became critical and dismissed such belief.
Education during the Federal System (1991 – Current)
The current ruling political party, the Ethiopian Peoples’ Revolutionary Democratic Front
(EPRDF) that came to power in 1991, reconfigured Ethiopia as a federal state. The major feature
of the new educational policy that became operational in 1994 is the introduction of ethnic
languages as mediums of instruction for primary education. The landscape of Ethiopian
education has changed dramatically since 1994. The gross enrollment ratio2 increased from 35
per cent in 1990 to 70 per cent in primary education in 2004.

2

Gross Enrollment Ratio (GER) designates a nation`s total enrollment “in a specific level of education, regardless of
age, expressed as a percentage of the population in the official age group corresponding to this level of education”
UNESCO (2005) as cited in Gani, 2011, p. 29.
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Table 4. Gross Enrollment Ratios by Gender and Locality, 1999-2000.
Primary Education

Secondary
Education

Tertiary
Education

Population
Group
Grades 1-4 Grades 5-8 Grades 1-8
Grades 9-12
University
By Gender
Boys
89.1
53.6
72.6
15.6
2.6
Girls
72.6
43.8
59.3
10.5
0.6
By Locality
Urban
122.9
101.1
111.6
76.3
3.7
Rural
65.3
22.0
46.2
0.4
0.02
Adapted from: World Bank (2005). A World Bank Country Study on Education in Ethiopia.
Washington DC: World Bank, p. 116.
It is possible to see from the given data that the gaps between girls and boys, and
between children from rich and poor families, are not nearly as the gaps between urban and
rural children. This source of social disparity tends to be lost amid the well-justified concern
about gaps between girls and boys (World Bank, 2005, p. 116). The given data also shows how
rural Ethiopia has not changed much. Urban children irrespective of their economic status have
a far greater chance of completing primary education than rural children. The disparity in
schooling is much wider between children in urban and rural areas than between boys and girls
or even between rich and poor (Negash, 2006; World Bank, 2005). The urban/rural divide is far
more decisive for the educational destiny of children than gender and class. Rural children lack
access to higher grades in primary school and in secondary school; 85 per cent of the
population and 6.2 per cent of all secondary schools are located in rural areas (Massow, 2001).
When the current government came into power in 1991, different ethnic groups were
then allowed to use their own languages in schools. Therefore, regions are expected to create
their own exams in their own languages for grade 8 and in Amharic and English in grades 10 and
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12 at national level. One of the reasons different government officials give for this is to
maintain the unity of Ethiopia. At the same time, the exams regions create for 8th grade should
not be completely different from other regions in terms of content (exams are expected to
meet the standard of national expectations). Regions/states are free to use, or not to use
exams for grade 6 at their state level. Ethiopia had gone through different forms of education
before it began modern education in 1907 (Massow, 2001; The Federal Democratic Republic of
Ethiopia, 2004).
The major change promoted by the current federal government is that it opened up
education all levels to private providers, a move that has proven to be extremely successful in
terms of increasing enrollment, educational competition and job opportunity. On the other
hand, private colleges and universities have more affluent students and this might create
divisions within the Ethiopian society. It was only after 1991 that the Ethiopian government
allowed the private sectors to invest in higher education. These private sectors have been
successful in growing enrollment and raising graduation rates. Even though some of them offer
scholarships, the private system mainly serves the more affluent. At the same time, there are
also students who are from poor family backgrounds and are sponsored by charitable
organizations, or their school tuition is covered by one of their relatives in the United States or
Europe (Negash, 2006). Private and public colleges and universities offer the same or similar
courses but they have different capacities. Most of the time, public colleges and universities
have the capacity to admit more students because they are larger.
The current government is trying to expand primary and secondary schools and also
higher education throughout the country. In the Ethiopian education system, the first cycle of
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primary education (grades 1 to 4) requires teachers with a minimum qualification of a Teacher
Training Institute (TTI) certificate. The TTI training takes a year to obtain a certificate after
secondary school. Similarly, Teacher Training College’s (TTC) diplomas in which training takes
two years are required for the second cycle (grades 5 to 8) teachers. The minimum qualification
required to teach at secondary school level is a bachelor’s degree from a university (Ministry of
Education, 2008).
In summary, it has been more than a century since Western education has been
introduced to Ethiopia. Traditional and religious forms of education were common before the
introduction of western education. There have been different educational phases which have
become part of the history of Ethiopian educational system during the time of King Haile
Selassie (1930-1974), the military or socialist government (1974-1991) and the current
government (since 1991). Each of these eras has contributed something positive for the
development of the Ethiopian education. At the same time, Ethiopia has to do more in the area
of education if it wants its children to compete in the global economy, the economy which
requires 21st century skills.
Every country has its own history of education. Education in Ethiopia has been through
different stages and run by different governments at different times. In our increasingly global
environment, however, influences beyond national boundaries are also important. Migration is
one transnational social phenomena that situates Ethiopians in multiple, cultural spaces,
nationally and educationally. School systems in different places, with different histories, often
have different ways of doing things. For example, the notions of parental involvement in
Ethiopia and the US are different in many ways. This applies to curriculum and pedagogy, and
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also involves different ways of interacting with communities and families. We now turn to focus
on families and parents’ involvement in children’s educational experience.
Parental Involvement
An Ethiopian saying tells us: “A child without parental guidance in his/her life is like a
bush floating in an ocean.” When we look at a bush in an ocean, it floats but the way it floats,
the direction in which it floats, does not depend on the bush, but on the wind. A child who is
not guided and supported by his/her parents becomes aimless and unsure about the real world.
He/she lacks a foundation in life, and also in actions and activities he/she performs. Parental
involvement is crucial to the health and well-being of a child (Cairney, 2000). Parental
involvement is seen as an effective strategy to ensure student success, as evidenced by several
correlational studies, with the overarching benefit of parental involvement being increased
academic performance (Barnard, 2004). Moreover, increased parent involvement leads to early
social competence, which ultimately leads to academic success and also increase social capital,
or networks designed to leverage resources (Hill & Taylor, 2006).
According to Davies (1991), in ancient times, parents were often seen as nurturers and
educators of their children. The author reminds his readers that before any historical records
were developed children were taught primarily through modeling by their parents. Parents
often instilled cultural values and skills to be passed along from year to year. Children were
then expected to retain and continue the tradition of educating their predecessors in an effort
to maintain their culture. Most of the times, when parents educate their children about their
culture and tradition, children are empowered to know about their society and surroundings. At
the same time, unless children are formally educated, it would be difficult for them to
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understand about the wider world. For example, my grandmother taught my brothers, sisters
and me many things using the style of storytelling. Since she had never been to school, most of
her stories were limited to our ethnic groups, local rivers, valleys, forests and the knowledge
she had based on distances she covered; she did not travel much outside her region. If she had
formal education, she could have helped us more to understand about the wider world.
A parent’s general understanding of her role and subsequent involvement in her child’s
education are reported to be particularly influenced by his specific ideas about child
development, child-rearing, and appropriate roles in supporting children’s education at home
(Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 1997). For example, a parent who believes that children should
conform to adult expectations and that learning is passive may see her role as remaining distant
from the school and reinforcing the child’s respect for adults at home. On the other hand, a
parent who believes that children require adult care to actively develop their knowledge and
skills may see her role as motivating her child’s learning both at home and at school, and may
construct her role to include interaction with the school to seek information about the child’s
development and process of schooling.
Parents’ beliefs about various issues can act as barriers to effective parental
involvement. First, the way that parents view their role in their children`s education is crucial.
Parents who believe that their role is only to get children to school, which then takes over
responsibility for their education, will not be willing to be actively involved in either schoolbased or home-based parental involvement. Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler (1997) reported that
this attitude is more prevalent in some communities and national cultures than others, but that
there is considerable variation within these. For example, Clark (1983) as cited in Hornby &
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Lafaele, 2011, p. 39) in his research on high achieving students from low-income black families,
found that what distinguished the parents of these students from others at the school was that
they believed that they should be involved in their children’s education, by both supporting
their learning at home and interacting constructively with schools. Clark found that parents of
high achieving students had a greater belief than the other parents that they could effectively
help their children to do better at school (Hornby & Lafaele, 2011, p. 39).
The belief that parents have in their own ability to help their children succeed at school
is the second belief which is crucial to parental involvement. Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler
(1997) as cited in (Hornby & Lafaele, 2011, p. 39-40) point out that parents with a low level of
belief in their ability to help their children are likely to avoid contact with schools because of
their view that such involvement will not bring about positive outcomes for their children. For
some parents lack of confidence in helping their children may be because the language of
instruction is not their first language and they feel they cannot communicate effectively with
teachers. For others, it can come from them having had negative experiences with their
children’s previous schools, or through them experiencing either learning or behavioral
difficulties during their own schooling. Lack of confidence may also come from parents taking
the view that they have not developed sufficient academic competence to effectively help their
children (Hornby & Lafaele, 2011, pp. 39-40).
In school environments, people refer to parental involvement by using different terms
including home-school partnerships, family-school relations, parental participation, parents as
partners. Even though parental involvement is called by different names, its importance in
schools has become an increasingly popular topic, both conversationally among professional
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educators and legislatively among politicians in charge of school funding (Texeira & Christian,
2002).
First of all, parental involvement socializes children; parents who are involved send a
message to their children that education is important, and these children are more likely to
value education themselves. Second, parental involvement provides parents with a means of
social control; involved parents get to know other parents, teachers, and administrators who
may then discuss their children’s performance with them. Last, involved parents are privy to
information about their children; if teachers tell parents their children are struggling, parents
are in a better position to intervene (Turney, 2009, p. 258). Since race and immigrants status
could create barriers for parental involvement in their children`s education, it is not easy to
generalize and try to apply to different groups within a given society. Academic self-efficacy is
an individual’s belief in his or her ability to regulate his/ her own learning and to successfully
master school-related activities (Bandura, 1993, as cited in Weiser & Riggio, 2010, p. 370).
According to Domina (2005) involvement may be expected to influence children’s
outcomes via three mechanisms: 1) Parental involvement socializes. When, for example,
parents supervise their children’s homework, they convey the importance of schooling. 2)
Parental involvement generates social control. Parents who attend PTA meetings and volunteer
in school develop relationships with their children`s teachers and the parents of their children’s
classmates. These relationships make it easier for parents to monitor children’s behavior and
teachers’ practices. 3) Parental involvement gives parents access to insider information. When
children have problems at school, involved parents learn about these problems earlier and
know more about available solutions (p. 236).
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According to a research done by Epstein and Sheldon (2005), parental involvement
helps children for achievement. In this study, the two researchers (Epstein & Sheldon) asked a
key contact and members of an Action Team for Partnerships in each school to complete two
surveys. The surveys were focused on mathematics achievement test results in 1997 (when
there was no parental support) and in 1998 (when children had parental support). Children who
used to get Ds and Fs in mathematics in 1997, began to earn As and Bs in 1998. All selected
schools (18) were expected to use three activities: a) giving parents information on how to
contact mathematics teachers, b) scheduling conferences with parents of students who were
struggling in mathematics, and c) providing information about student progress and problems
in mathematics on report cards. Those three common practices were rated among the most
effective for helping students improve their mathematics achievement. In almost all instances,
schools rated the activities as more effective if they implemented the activities (p. 201).
The relationship between schools, families, and communities has been viewed from a
variety of perspectives. One of these perspectives is overlapping spheres of influence, this
theory is one developed nearly a decade ago by Epstein (1987). This theory integrates a wealth
of educational, sociological, and psychological perspectives on social organizations, as well as
research on the effects of family, school, and community environments on educational
outcomes. A central principle of this theory is that certain goals, such as student academic
success, are of mutual interest to each of these institutions and are best achieved through their
cooperative action and support (Sanders, 1996, p. 1).
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Figure 1. Overlapping Spheres of Influence.

Adapted from: Epstein, J., Sanders, M., Simon, B., Salinas, K., Jansorn, N. & Van Voorhis, F.
(2002). School, Family, and Community Partnerships: Your Handbook for Action. Thousand Oaks,
CA: Corwin, p. 163.
The three spheres in Epstein’s model refer to the family, school, and the community
locating the child at the center. Whether these three spheres of influence interact and
influence each other to benefit the student in his schooling process depends largely on the
factors of experiences at home, experiences at school, and experiences in the community which
come through involvement activities (parenting, communicating, volunteering, learning at
home, decision making, and collaborating with community (Ibrahim, Jamil & Abdullah, 2012).
When children are exposed to these activities by the school, family and community whose only
goal is to interact and collaborate with each other to influence students’ academic success, the
students become the winners in their schooling process (Epstein, 2001, as cited in Ibrahim,
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Jamil & Abdullah, 2012, p. 99). When the three major players that is school, family, and
community establish a partnership, the partnership activities will support, motivate and guide
the students to achieve success in their schooling process. Epstein views the school and home
as mingling and overlapping that bring about cohesiveness to the well-being of students in their
schooling process (Ibrahim, Jamil & Abdullah, 2012).
Rutherford, Anderson & Billig (1997) in their study of “Parent and Community
Involvement in Education” showed that many of the parents and family members with whom
they spoke indicated that they had increased their own skills and knowledge. Adult Basic
Education and General Educational Development courses, they felt, not only strengthened and
improved their own skills but also gave them the ability to help their children at home.
Moreover, they realized from interviewing different parents that learning to deal with multiple
teachers and different organizational patterns in the middle grades presents challenges for
parents and families. For example, involved parents and family members reported that they
“had learned a lot about how schools operate.” Typical of many of the responses, one parent
told them by saying: “If you want to help your child, you’ve got to learn the system” (p. 87).
In the above study (Rutherford, Anderson & Billig, 1997) teachers reported that when
parents and families were involved with the school, strong connections were made between
themselves and the families of the students they taught. Most of the teachers who were
interviewed talked in terms of student academic success and the fact that active involvement
by parents and family members usually resulted in increased student achievement and fewer
discipline problems. Also, many of the teachers told interviewers that family context was an
important variable in dealing with parents and family members. As relationships were built with
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families, over time, teachers gained a greater respect and understanding of “where the family is
coming from.” Understanding family context made it easier to connect with families, and
ultimately, students (pp. 88-89).
Teachers have different perceptions about parental participation in schools. For
instance, parents are seen to be partners in assisting schools to improve student outcomes.
They are also seen as the watchdogs within the school system that have the power to criticize
and further punish schools that are not performing as they should (Cullingford & Morrison,
1999). Although schools in several studies showed teachers as having a negative impression of
poor and minority students, it is important to note that teachers feel that factors affecting their
students negatively are out of their control. These factors include student’s cultural
background, their previous classroom and curriculum experience, and the neighborhoods in
which students live (Texeira & Christian, 2002).
Parents’ involvement in their children’s schooling is most often conceptualized as a form
of social capital (Lee, 1993; McNeal, 1999) as cited in Turney & Kao, 2009, p. 258. Social capital
consists of networks and connections, “the ability of actors to secure benefits by virtue of
membership in social networks or other social structures” (Portes, 1998, p. 6 as cited in Turney
& Kao, 2009, p. 258). With respect to parental involvement in their children’s education, there
are at least three mechanisms through which children can benefit, as articulated by Domina
(2005). First, parental involvement socializes children, parents who are involved send a
message to their children that education is important, and these children are more likely to
value education themselves. Second, parental involvement provides parents with a means of
social control; involved parents get to know other parents, teachers, and administrators who
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may then discuss their children’s performance with them. Last, involved parents are privy to
information about their children; if teachers tell parents their children are struggling, parents
are in a better position to intervene (p. 258).
Parental involvement is a multidimensional construct (Domina, 2005; Epstein, 1987).
Researchers most commonly operationalize parental involvement in their children’s education
by looking at parents’ direct contact with their children’s schools, but there is substantial
variation in how this school-based involvement is measured. Examination of attendance at
parent-teacher conferences, participation in parent-teacher organizations (PTOs), attendance
at school events, and volunteering at school are common ways to capture parental
involvement. There was a research done by Lareau (2000) as cited in Turney & Kao, p. 258. In
this study Lareau looked at the processes through which parents intervene in educational
activities at their children’s schools, and Muller (1995) included both direct measures of
involvement and more indirect measures. For instance, how parents manage their adolescents’
careers and provide them with encouragement (p. 258).
Williams and Chavkin (1989, pp. 18-20 as cited in Ibrahim, Jamil & Abdullah, 2012) listed
seven elements that should be an integral part of any parental involvement programs:
1. There should be written policies that specify areas for parent involvement. 2. Provision of
administrative support (resources such as a meeting venue and duplicating facilities, funds and
personnel). 3. There should be continuous training of teachers and of parents in elements of
parent involvement. 4. Provision of partnership approaches which help parents and teachers to
develop attitudes of ownership towards the school and take pride in it. 5. Provision of two-way
communication, i.e. regular communication between parents and school, e.g. newsletters,
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personal visits, telephone calls, and emails should be provided by the school to the parents. 6.
Parents should liaise with the school regarding parental involvement programs by helping
participants to benefit from each other’s experiences. 7. There should be continuous evaluation
of the school’s parental involvement program (pp. 97-98).
According to (Gutman & McLoyd (2000, as cited in Howard & Renolds, 2008) most of the
time, parents’ roles and involvement in schools have been understood in terms of “what they
do” and how that fits or does not fit with the goals of the school. Frequently, this approach to
understanding parent involvement has relied upon the deficit model, especially in discussions
of parent involvement in high-poverty communities. From a deficit standpoint, parents are
assumed to have little knowledge or capital to advocate on behalf of their children. Parents
may also be viewed as the primary reason why children are not better prepared academically,
and are viewed overall as a significant part of the problem with school underachievement.
From this deficit viewpoint, either parents participate in school-sanctioned activities or the
educational process for the child could be minimized and their academic and social growth may
be stunted. The difference in an analysis of middle class parents is that the deficit presumed to
be in place for lower income families are assumed to be fewer because of economic mobility (p.
84).
Roles of Race and Ethnicity in Parental Involvement
According to Muller & Kerbow, (1993) as cited in Turney & Kao, 2009 there is some
evidence of racial and ethnic differences in parental involvement at school. Even after
controlling for educational attainment, Black and Hispanic parents have higher levels of
involvement with PTOs, compared with White parents, and Asian parents have lower levels of

54

involvement (p. 258). At the same time, findings about racial and ethnic differences in parental
involvement are fairly inconsistent, and few studies systematically look at parental involvement
among immigrant parents. Foreign-born parents are less likely to talk to their adolescents
about school but more likely to talk to them about college, compared with their native-born
counterparts (Kao, 2004) as cited in Turney & Kao, 2009, p. 258. This is consistent with Nord
and Griffin’s (1999) work that found that Hispanic and Asian immigrant parents are less likely
than native-born White parents to have high levels of involvement in their children’s schools. In
addition, Hispanic immigrant parents are less likely than Hispanic native-born parents to have
high levels of involvement in their children’s schools. Immigrant parents are much less likely
than native-born parents to volunteer at their children’s schools, but they are just as likely as
native-born parents to attend parent-teacher conferences (Nord & Griffin, 1999). Carreon,
Drake & Barton’s (2005) as cited in Turney & Kao, 2009 qualitative examination of Hispanic
immigrant parents found that these parents want to be engaged in their children’s schools but
have limited involvement because of cultural challenges. Finally, immigrant parents may simply
not know that they are expected to be involved at school (p. 258).
Teachers often perceive low income and minority parents as disinterested or unable to
participate in their children’s school lives (Ascher, 1988). And their children are often labeled as
low achievers, mainly due to a perception of lack of at-home support (Warren, 2002; Weiser &
Riggio, 2010). This shows that teachers feel they are unable to help their students overcome
what they perceive as their inevitable academic failure because they cannot overcome social
barriers that are out of their control. Moreover, several other factors have been identified that
either help or hinder parental involvement, and these factors may increase student
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achievement. In one of the studies, McDermott and Rothenberg (2001) found that low-income
parents wanted to take part in their children’s education; however, because they perceived
that teachers saw them negatively, they often felt excluded. Moreover, some of the
interviewed parents discussed teachers who had made a positive difference. These parents
identified three essential qualities of good teachers: The teachers displayed respect and love
for the children; they communicated frequently with families; and they visited the communities
of their students (Sullivan & Rambo, 2010).
Barbarin, McCandies, Coleman & Hill (2005) as cited in Bower & Griffin, 2011 suggested
that parental involvement strategies should consider race and ethnicity because research has
demonstrated differences in parental involvement among African American, Latino, and White
families. African American families tend to spend more time in home-based activities with their
children than their white counterparts; however, home-based involvement is difficult for
schools to measure and is often over-looked, and families are not recognized for their efforts
(p. 79). As with African American families, Latino parental involvement may not align with the
white, middle class norms of the school. Latino families tend to respect the role of the school
and teacher and are therefore less likely to contact the school regarding potential problems,
especially when English is not their first language (Gaetano, 2007, as cited in Bower & Griffin,
2011). However, schools often view a lack of family-initiated communication as a lack of
involvement rather than an act of difference (p. 79).
A study of parental involvement conducted in 20 secondary schools in the UK (Harris &
Goodall, 2008, as cited in Hornby & Witte, 2010) has found that parents, teachers, and pupils
agree that PI is important, but differ in their views about its purpose. It was also found that
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powerful social and economic forces were acting as barriers to PI. Harris and Goodall (2008)
reported that secondary schools tended to focus on school-based PI and paid insufficient
attention to encouraging home-based PI, which is at least as important for secondary school
students. They conclude: “It is what parents do to support learning in the school and in the
home that makes the difference to achievement” (p. 278). A good example of this is provided
by Clark’s (1983) study of high achieving high school students from poor Afro-American
families. This identified key parenting practices which distinguished parents of high achieving
students from parents of low achieving students. Parents of high achieving students reported:
valuing education; visiting schools and advocating for their children; developing pride and selfreliance in their children; establishing routines for homework and bedtime; supervising
children’s TV viewing; encouraging reading; talking with their children; playing games; taking
children on visits and outings; and, fostering hobbies as well as sporting and other activities (p.
497).
There is a study done by Altschul (2011) about Mexican American students. This study
examines the role of parental involvement in the academic achievement of Mexican American
youths using a nationally representative sample from the National Educational Longitudinal
Survey (NELS). According to the study findings unequivocally show that, in Mexican American
families, the positive impact of parental involvement in academics occurs through home-based
involvement, whereas parent participation in school organizations above and beyond other
forms of parent involvement in children’s education does not appear to have a significant
impact on youths’ achievement (Altschul, 2011, p. 166). Different types of parental involvement
in academics are interrelated; parents who discuss educational matters with their children are
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also more likely to attend a school meeting or purchase educational materials for the home
(Plunkett, 2008, as cited in Altschul, 2011).
Parent involvement in school organizations was not found to be significantly related
with academic achievement in this study suggests that academics that found factors such as
expectations and communication to be more influential than more overt actions related to
academics (Jeynes, 2010, in Altschul, 2011, p. 167). Based on this study, parental involvement
helps for the success of students. At the same time, the study does not show whether the
Mexican American parents in this study have found it convenient to support their children more
at home than at school. It is likely that parents whose fluency in English is limited may do more
in the home than at the school.
Types of Parental Involvement
Federal legislation defines parental involvement as:
The participation of parents in regular, two-way, meaningful communication involving
students’ academic learning and other school activities. The involvement includes
ensuring that parents play an integral role in assisting their child’s learning; that parents
are encouraged to be actively involved in their child’s education at school; that parents
are full partners in their child’s education and are included, as appropriate, in decision
making and on advisory committees to assist in the education of their child. (Hornby &
Witte, 2010, p. 15).
According to Hornby and Witte (2010), parental involvement (PI) is typically defined as,
“. . . parental participation in the educational processes and experiences of their children”
(citing Jeynes, 2007, p. 83). The role of parental involvement in improving educational
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outcomes has now been recognized by governments in many countries including the UK and
New Zealand. For example, recent government initiatives have targeted parental involvement
as a key variable in bringing about educational improvement, in the Children’s Plan (Hornby &
Witte, 2010), No Child Left Behind legislation (United States Department of Education, 2001),
and the Schooling Strategy (Hornby & Witte, 2010).

Table 5. Epstein’s Six Types of Parent Involvement.
1. Parenting

Assist families with parenting and child-rearing skills,
understanding child and adolescent development, and
setting home conditions that support children as
students at each age and grade level. Assist schools in
understanding families.

2. Communicating

Communicate with families about school programs and
student progress through effective school-to-home and
home-to-school communications.
Improve recruitment, training, work, and schedules to
involve families as volunteers and audiences at the
school or in other locations to support students and
school programs

3. Volunteering

4. Learning at home

Involve families with their children in learning activities
at home, including homework and other curriculumrelated activities and decisions.

5. Decision making

Include families as participants in school decisions,
governance, and advocacy through PTA/PTO, school
councils, committees, action teams, and other parent
organizations.

6. Collaborating with
the community

Coordinate community resources and services for
students, families, and the school with businesses,
agencies, and other groups, and provide services to the
community.
Adapted from: Epstein, J., Sanders, M., Simon, B., Salinas, K., Jansorn, N. & Van Voorhis, F.
(2002). School, Family, and Community Partnerships. Your Handbook for Action. Thousand Oaks,
CA: Corwin, p. 165.

59

There was a study carried out in New Zealand by Hornby & Witte (2010). This study
focuses on how parents are involved in schools. For this, about 21 schools were involved in this
study and 21 principals of these schools were interviewed. According to the study, schools
reported a range of activities to encourage parents to establish contact with school. All 21
schools used open days when parents could visit the school to see classes in action, school
performances, such as plays which involved many of the students, and new parents and
evenings when parents of newly enrolled students could look around the school and find out
more about how the school functioned, see exhibitions of work done by students, including
cultural or musical events were used by some schools and parents were invited to attend,
annual school fairs in which parents participated (p. 500). The findings show that most of the
parents come to schools and participated in different programs. At the same time, coming to
school by itself is not considered to be the only useful way for PI. Instead, it gave parents the
opportunity to look at different programs of schools and figure out how to participate in all or
some of school activities. For example, some parents helped with sports coaching or sports
events held at school, involved in cultural/musical or drama events, helped with fundraising,
helped in the school library, mentoring pupils, helping on school campus, helping on class trips,
making tea at school events (p. 504).
There was a study done by Wanat (2010) about parental involvement in schools. Wanat
interviewed 20 parents (13 parents had positive experience and 7 had negative experience). All
interviewees were White. Social class of interview participants included a broad range of
educational attainment and occupation. The findings show that parents described types of
involvement in school activities and the ability of all parents to contribute. Participants thought
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parents should be involved in decisions about student learning, curriculum, and policies that
affected classroom visits. Relationships with teachers and principals encouraged parents’
involvement or sent the message that they were not welcome (p. 167). Satisfied and
dissatisfied parents disagreed on meaningful involvement. Satisfied parents described
meaningful as occurring at school; dissatisfied parents valued involvement with children at
home. Satisfied parents thought involvement meant volunteering at school and in PTA. They
welcomed opportunities to volunteer. Being at school allowed them to observe children’s social
relationships and, if needed, an opportunity to request additional assistance (p. 168).
Parental involvement is essential in having a well-rounded balanced education for all
children (Hopson & Hopson, 1992). Parental participation can take place in different forms. For
example, as volunteering inside and outside of the classroom, assistance with homework,
volunteering at an after-school activity, attending a PTA meeting or as simple as coming to a
parent-teacher conference. On the other hand, parent involvement may take on more
challenging roles such as participation on the school council and/or representing other parents
on sensitive issues involving the needs of the children. Parents could help schools with
fundraising, volunteering, advocating for schools, sport coaching, helping on class trips and
helping on school campus. Parents also help their children in different areas in their homes and
some of these activities may not be known or appreciated by schools. Parents often choose one
of three roles to play in the overall function of the school depending on the parent’s
personality, value, background, understanding and others: a passive role, a non-passive role, or
a non-involvement role (Cotton & Wikelund, 2001).
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Conclusion
People migrate to different parts of the globe for a variety of reasons. For example,
Ethiopians began to come to the states starting in the early 60s and have continued to come.
Most parents would like their children to succeed in their education. At the same time, when
people move to other countries as immigrants, many things become new and challenging for
them. One of the areas that immigrants find it difficult to deal with is education.
Many researchers believe that parental involvement helps children to succeed in their
education. However, there is a lot of vagueness about what schools expect, and what parents
understand about those expectations and what they, themselves, feel is worthwhile and doable. For immigrant parents, this is even more complicated and unclear. My study also shows
how the idea of parental involvement is not clearly understood by Ethiopian immigrant parents.
For example, for these parents, parental involvement mainly seen as helping their children at
home and also by educating their children what they value the most in Ethiopian culture. They
believe that it is the duty of teachers to educate students at schools and as parents, they trust
those teachers would fulfill their jobs faithfully. Otherwise, if parents involve themselves in
schools too much, they see or perceive it as interference and lack of trust. In addition to this,
the Ethiopian parents have a negative experience from back home about parental involvement:
if a parent is called to school, there is a problem (they had this experience when they were
students in Ethiopia and also as their parents dealt with schools).
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Chapter 3. Research Design

As the numbers of Ethiopian refugees and immigrants increase in the United States and
elsewhere, it is advantageous for Ethiopian refugee and immigrant parents to involve
themselves in schools to support their children in education. Different researchers have shown
the importance of parental involvement for academic achievement of their children, and this
achievement can be strengthened when school leaders promote opportunities for immigrant
parents. In my study, I have interviewed seven Ethiopian parents who have lived over two
decades in Chicago and its suburbs. I asked them about their children’s education, how they
support their children in the area of education, how they interact with schools and other
communities, and some of the challenges they face. In short, in this chapter I examine the role
Ethiopian parents play in the education of their children in Chicago-area schools. I also describe
the theoretical lens and research approach (methodology), and methods. Finally, I discuss the
quality and ethical issues inherent in the study.
Theoretical Lens: Ecological Systems Theory
Bronfenbrenner (1979) argues that, “human development is a product of interaction
between the growing human organism and its environment” (p. 16). In other words,
“development is a lasting change in the way in which a person perceives and deals with his
environment . . . the ecological environment is conceived as a set of nested structures, each
inside the next, . . . at the inner most level is the immediate setting containing the developing
person” (p. 3). (See figure 2.)
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Figure 2. Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (EST).

Adapted from: Bronfenbrenner, U. (1979). The Ecology of Human Development: Experiments by
Nature and Design. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
The Ecological Systems and Their Influences
Figure 2 shows how the individual is influenced by their microsystems, which in turn is
shaped by the mesosystems. In other words, different circles the environment with which a
person is in active inter-relation influences the development and socialization of individuals. It
also shows how the individual is influenced by exosystems, macrosystems and chronosystems.
In each of the systems, 1) a person is an active player, exerting influence on his/her
environment, 2) environment is compelling a person to adapt to its conditions and restrictions
and 3) environment is understood to consist of different size entities that are placed one inside
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another, of their reciprocal relationships and of micro-, meso-, exo-, macro- and chronosystems
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 227).
Bronfenbrenner (1989) presents five layers of the environment that form a child’s
world in terms of development and education. These are microsystem, mesosystem,
exosystem, macrosystem and chronosystem.
Microsystem
This is the environment closest to the child. It involves family, home, peers and school.
The very fact microsystem is closest to the child means it has a lot of influence on the child’s
growth and education. Within this system, family, parents and schools are the main actors for
the education and development of the child. This is one of the reasons the Ethiopian parents in
my interviews talked about the importance of choosing faith-based Christian elementary
schools for their children. The Ethiopian parents also are careful about who their children’s
peers are.
Mesosystem
According to Bronfenbrenner (1977), mesosystem is the linkages and processes taking
place between two or more settings containing the developing person. For example, the
relationship between home and school, and school and workplace. Here the Ethiopian parents
talked about e-mails, letters, memos, phone calls etc., they get from schools and how they
respond. Moreover, they also talked about their workplaces and how those places sometimes
hindered them from involving themselves more at their children’s schools. At the same time,
there were some parents who mentioned their private owned businesses and how those
businesses made them flexible to involve themselves in their children’s education. Parents
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could go to their children’s schools without being worried about asking a company , or an
organization for permission like those who are not self-employed.
Exosystem
This is the linkage and processes taking place between two or more settings, at least one
of which does not ordinarily contain the developing person, but in which events occur that
influence processes within the immediate settings that does contain that person
(Bronfenbrenner, 1989). For example, for a child, it could be the relationship between the
home and the parent’s workplace; for a parent, the relationships between the school and the
neighborhood group impact the parent’s involvement. The Ethiopian parents talked during my
interview about how sometimes their work schedule was so tight that they had a difficult time
going to schools to bring their children home. When their children forgot something at home
and they wanted their parents to bring it to school, the parents had to get permission, or
contact other Ethiopian friends to help them. In this case, it shows how things influence each
other for better or worse between a child, home and parent’s workplace. Instead these parents
talked less about their relationships with their neighborhood groups and more about the
relationship between the child, the home, and the parent’s workplace.
Macrosystem
The macrosystem consists of the overarching pattern of micro-, meso-, and exosystems
characteristic of a given culture, subculture, or other broader social context. It references the
developmentally-instigative belief systems, global economy, ideologies, resources, life styles,
opportunity structures, life course options, and patterns of social interchange that are
embedded in each of these systems (Bronfenbrenner, 1989). He also reiterates that the
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behavioral and conceptual models that are characteristic of the macrosystem are transferred
from one generation to another by the means of different cultural institutions like family,
school, congregation, workplace and administration that intermediate the processes of
socialization. In the case of Ethiopian parents, six out of seven parents also depend upon the
Ethiopian Orthodox Church for positive influence in the areas of religion and Ethiopian culture.
Many of these parents also bring their children from time to time to the Ethiopian Community
Association of Chicago to connect their children with Ethiopian cultural values, traditions and
language. Moreover, these parents also bring video cassettes and movies made in Amharic
from Ethiopia to help their children remain connected to their Ethiopian roots. Some of the
Ethiopian parents I interviewed are very bitter against the ideologies of the current Ethiopian
government; the government which came into power in 1991 by removing the military
government. For such parents, the ethnic-based ideology of the government has affected many
of their family members and in turn, this has affected themselves.
Chronosystem
This system is a description of the evolution, development or stream of development of
the external systems in time. The chronosystem can cover either a short or long period of time
(Bronfenbrenner, 1989). The Ethiopian immigrant parents talked about their experiences based
on their life in Ethiopia, in neighboring countries, and in the US. They talked about their
wedding celebrations, becoming parents and the loss of their loved ones back home in Ethiopia.
For them, many of these experiences and memories are very fresh and have continued to
influence their lives.
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In order to understand the migration-related and educational experiences of Ethiopian
immigrants in Chicago, the social ecological model of Bronfenbrenner has guided this study.
The point of departure for Bronfenbrenner’s theory is that an individual’s development is not
“context free” (1989). An individual’s development does not take place in a vacuum but in a
very particular environment. In other words, families, parents, communities and schools do not
exist in a vacuum. The Ethiopian parents I interviewed also deal with American schools in a
particular culture and climate and era. AS they involve themselves in their children’s education
they bring with them all these experiences in a concrete way to certain school environments. It
is also within this context that the Ethiopian parents educate their children to be respectful
towards their teachers and school administrators. These are also some of the Ethiopian values
these parents have brought with them and pass on to their children. Therefore, from my
interviews I would say that the Ethiopian immigrant parents are more guided by their
experiences in the process of involving themselves in their children’s education than learning
how the American schools expect from parents in the area of parental involvement. In fact,
Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (EST) framework for human development applies a
socio-ecological model to human development. He postulated that in order to understand
human development, the entire ecological system in which growth occurs needs to be taken
into account.
Ethiopian parents also talked during their interviews how they have found barriers in
the areas of culture and language. They make sense of these barriers in real life (not in a
vacuum) as they dealt with the schools of their children. After looking at their environment,
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these parents also began to see the importance of teaching their children about their Ethiopian
culture so that their children would not forget their Ethiopian identity. In addition to their
Ethiopian identity, these parents also teach their children the importance of faith, in particular
the Ethiopian Orthodox faith. Of course, this is also one of the things the Ethiopian immigrant
parents value a lot for themselves and their children. Even though some of these parents lived
in Muslim dominated neighboring countries for a number of years before they moved to the
US, they share with their children how they maintained their faith in Christianity. They use such
examples to encourage their children to maintain their faith; if their parents kept their faith in
difficult environments, then it should not be a problem for their children to maintain it in a
peaceful country, the US. Moreover, the success of their children serves as a victory for these
Ethiopian parents to see themselves achieve higher education; the higher education six out of
seven parents have not achieved. In fact, many of these parents talked about double victory
and double failure. For them, double victory has meant the success of their children in higher
education and also how these parents reconcile their lack of higher education through the
academic success of their children. In doing so, they take their children’s success as their own.
Otherwise, if their children do not succeed in higher education, they perceive it as a double
failure; failure of children and parents. Therefore, there is a possibility that such expectations
might put too much pressure on the children’s of the participants to pursue and achieve in
higher education.
According to Pressley & McCormick (2007), “it is impossible to understand development
without considering the culture in which development occurs, including the social institutions
of a culture, such as its schools” (p. 153). A social ecological model is thus applicable to the
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processes and conditions that govern the lifelong course of human development in the actual
environment in which human beings live (Bronfenbrenner, 1994). As human beings live in a
certain environment, they hold different positions within a culture and also play different roles.
The kinds of roles they play are different based on their age, sex, kinship relation, educational
experiences, occupation, or social status.
Research Approach
I have used a qualitative approach in my research. According to Creswell (2009),
qualitative researchers tend to collect data in the field at the site where participants experience
the issue or problem under study. Qualitative researchers collect data themselves through
examining documents, observing behavior, or interviewing participants. While researchers
often gather multiple forms of data, such as interviews, observations, and documents (p. 175),
my study relied on interview data which was collected by interviewing Ethiopian immigrant
parents who live in Chicago and its suburbs. Interviews are the method-of-choice when
researchers want to get at the perceptions and opinions of individuals.
The strength of the interviewer-participant relationship is perhaps the single most
important aspect of this type of qualitative research project: it is through this relationship that
all data are collected and data and data validity is strengthened (Adler & Adler, 2002; Kvale,
1996).
Face-to-face interviews allow for not only the collection of the participants’ opinions,
perceptions, experiences and thoughts that are conveyed verbally but also nonverbal data
(Hiller & Diluzio, 2004). When in the same room, for instance, the interviewer has access to
facial expressions, gestures, and other paraverbal communications that may enrich the
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meaning of the spoken words (Carr & Worth, 2001). In-depth interviews use individuals as the
point of departure for the research process and assumes that individuals have unique and
important knowledge about the social world that is ascertainable through verbal
communication (Hess-Biber & Leavy, 2006, p. 119).
During the personal collection of data (interviews), I aimed at and created a welcoming,
nonthreatening environment in which the interviewees were willing to share personal
experiences, beliefs, and their stories. Scholars refer to this nonthreatening environment as
creating “a feeling of empathy for informants” that enables people to open up about their
feelings (Taylor & Bogdan, 1998, p. 48).
This research was approved by the University’s IRB (see Appendix A).
Regarding translations: Once the Adult Consent Form, Recruitment Flyer, and Verbal
Script were approved by IRB, I translated all of them from English into Amharic and then backtranslated. I had another fluent bilingual person translate them back, to verify that my
translation was accurate. The IRB then approved the translations. (see Appendix A.)
Participants
Generally speaking, qualitative inquiry focuses on small samples, which helps for indepth understanding of the subject of a study (Patton, 2002). Therefore, I have interviewed
seven (7) Ethiopian parents (3 women and 4 men) who have sent, or have been sending, their
children to Catholic and public schools in the US. I wanted to examine the life stories of each
parent in depth, and so 5 to 10 participants was a reasonable target. Ethiopian parents were
the main sources of my data for my study. The participants I have selected, and who
volunteered, were Ethiopians who have lived in Chicago and its suburbs for over two decades.
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They also have experience with Chicago and its suburban public and Catholic schools through
their children. Therefore, the seven Ethiopian parents I interviewed have at least one, two, or
three children who have attended school (PK-12) now or within the past eight years.
Each interview lasted 90 to 120 minutes. Then, an additional interview of 20 to 45
minutes provided an opportunity for member checking. Out of seven participants, two parents
found it difficult to be interviewed in one sitting. Therefore, I did my interviews with those two
parents in multiple meetings. Five of the participants wanted to be interviewed in one sitting.
Methods
Recruiting Participants
I used a flyer to recruit participants for my study. For this, I left flyers in different
Ethiopian stores and restaurants in Chicago. This flyer was in Amharic, Ethiopia’s official
language, and in English. Many Ethiopians communicate with each other in Amharic easily. Even
though Amharic is my second language, I can communicate in it very well. I studied it as a
subject from kindergarten to high school and I studied many courses in Amharic from
elementary to high school too. I am also fluent in English. (I speak three languages; Oromo (my
mother tongue), Amharic and English.) The ECAC allowed me to distribute flyers by leaving
them at their office.
In addition to the ECAC, I also distributed flyers to Ethiopian businesses and community
organizations and also through acquaintances. To do so, I asked the proprietor if I could post a
flyer (in some business centers, I posted flyers on their bulletin boards or placed to post a flyer),
or left flyers for their customers to pick up, for those who chose to do so. The flyer invited
those who were interested in participating in my research to contact me through my e-mail or
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phone. Once participants contacted me to participate in my study, I verified that they met the
criteria for selection, and scheduled with them for the first interview. When I got enough
participants, I removed the flyer I distributed or collected them from the other distribution
locations (e.g., from ECAC and Ethiopian restaurants and businesses). In some of the
distribution centers, I was told that all the flyers were taken by different Ethiopians. Some of
these centers (businesses) asked me whether I was there to put more flyers. I had to inform
them that I already had enough participants for my research.
Data Collection: Interviews
The data for this study was collected in November 2013 to March 2014 (interviews and
member checking included). Interviews took place at a location the participant preferred that
was also appropriate for interviews. Locations included a study room at a public library or at
DePaul’s library, at DePaul’s Lincoln Park student center rooms, in their homes, and in a corner
of their restaurants when there were only a few customers. I always respected their choices,
although I had to make sure we were in a semi-private space quiet enough for recording the
interviews.
Before the beginning of the first interview with each participant, I provided them with
the Consent Form in both English and Amharic, and I reiterated what it said. I answered any
questions they had, and once they verbally consented and signed the Consent Form, I then
began the interview. Once I finished with the first meeting, I scheduled our second meeting.
Even though I anticipated that 60 to 90 minutes could be needed for each interview, it took me
90 to 120 minutes. I did my interview with five of the participants at once (since that was what
they wanted), I had to meet one of the participants twice for the interview and I had to meet
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another participant three times (Since he had something urgent come up during our second
interview, we had to meet for a third time.) A last shorter meeting was used for clarifying and
member checking; this last interview lasted about 20 to 45 minutes depending upon an
individual’s time and the different questions asked.
I used open-ended questions in my interviews. (see Appendix B.) Open-ended questions
help to determine what is on someone else’s mind and also individual interviews allow a
participant to speak in depth about a particular topic, and allow the interviewee more control
over the direction of the conversations taking place (Creswell, 1998). According to Johnson and
Christensen (2012), qualitative interviews are also called depth interviews because they can be
used to obtain in-depth information about a participant’s thoughts, beliefs, knowledge,
reasoning, motivations, and feelings about a topic (p. 202). All my questions were open-ended,
and they were designed to obtain life history information of immigrants, including their
migration processes, learning experiences and involvement with schools. These open-ended
questions gave the participants the opportunity to talk freely about their life experience.
I audio-recorded the interviews and transcribed them in Amharic, the language used in
the interviews. Moreover, different expressions used by the participants in English were
transcribed in English.
Data Analysis
The experiences and perceptions of each participant were coded and analyzed in order
to understand the essence of their perspectives. According to Johnson and Christensen (2012),
qualitative data analysis requires coding and searching for relationships and patterns until a
holistic picture can emerge (p. 93). Interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed by me. I
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also coded and sorted the data thematically. I did this by identifying common themes in
responses. For example, I looked at the similarities and differences in responses and then
grouped my data. I started with broad categories and slowly started to sort answers into
subcategories. I also grouped similar codes together by giving it a label. This was similar with
what Creswell (2009) talks about data analysis by saying, “It involves preparing the data for
analysis, conducting different analyses. Moving deeper and deeper into understanding the data
(some qualitative researchers like to think of this as peeling back the layers of an onion),
representing the data, and making an interpretation of the larger meaning of the data (p. 183).
Ethical Issues
Since there is a close connection between the interviewer and participants in qualitative
research, ethical policies must be followed (Marshall & Rossman, 1999). I created pseudonyms
for the participants to keep their identity safe. Moreover, since conduct of research with
humans has the potential for creating physical and psychological harm, treatment of research
participants is the most important and fundamental issue that researchers confront (Johnson &
Christensen, 2012, p. 103).
According to Flick (2007), in the analysis of qualitative data, anonymity and
confidentiality are central issues from the angle of ethics – in transcription, in analysis itself,
and most of all in presenting results and excerpts from the data (p. 103). Beginning with the
transcriptions, only pseudonyms have been used, and any personally identifying details were
disguised or deleted.
The research records—audio-taped interviews and the resulting transcripts, and
memos—were kept and stored securely. All electronic documents are password protected, and
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physical documents and the tapes are kept in a locked cabinet to which only I had the key. All
data will be destroyed three years after the completion of the study.
According to research conventions, participation was voluntary and participants were
informed about the study fully before they agreed to participate. With regard to shared
nationality and shared ethnicity, I explained that, even though life in Ethiopia values these
social connections, they should not feel obliged to participate in my research. Since I felt they
were truly volunteering to participate, I continued.
In addition to these conventional ethical concerns, two other issues were worth
discussing. As an Ethiopian and as a Catholic priest, I was careful to make sure that no
participants felt obligated to participate because of these identity details. Most of the
participants did not know I am a priest. I provided this information only when asked, and
explained how my research is unrelated to that role. Out of the seven participants, only two of
the Ethiopian parents knew that I am a Catholic priest. Both of them belonged to an Ethiopian
Orthodox Church (not the Catholic Church). I explained that they had no obligation to
participate just because of my position in the church, and asked them whether they felt
uncomfortable. Since they suggested to me that they were comfortable, I proceeded with my
interviews. In fact, those two parents asked me different questions related to my priesthood
and the Catholic Church.
I perceive that the participants did not feel any sense of obligation or coercion to
participation due to our shared background or my role as a priest. The longer that Ethiopians
are in the US, the more they acquire cultural sensibilities that are American, and these ethnic
and national allegiances become relaxed. The same is true with church-related social
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relationships. My relationships with Ethiopians and/or with Catholics in Chicago have borne this
out: in my own participation in community events and activities, I did not get a sense that
fellow Ethiopians or Catholics regard me as anyone but their equal. They seem to feel
comfortable expressing divergent opinions, and engaging in comfortable ways as plans are
made and strategies determined. For example, at various meetings, I have seen how many
Ethiopian Catholics are free to give their opinions. In fact, most of the time, decisions are made
based on their opinions and suggestions. Therefore, I did not anticipate that recruiting
Ethiopian Catholics would raise any ethical issues, but I was careful to be aware should this
occur. In addition to explain fully that their participation is voluntary and my research is not
related to my role as a priest, I did not recruit anywhere where I am acting as a priest.
Continuing to actively reflect on these types of social relations I made sure that all volunteers
were comfortable in their freedom to participate or not.
Quality Issues
I used the four criteria of trustworthiness (credibility, transferability, dependability and
confirmability) to ensure quality of my study (Guba and Lincoln, 1985, p. 172). Trustworthiness
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Guba & Lincoln, 1989) refers to the “quality of [research] (and its
findings) that made it noteworthy to audiences” (Schwandt, 2001, p. 258).
According to Shenton (2003), credibility seeks to convince the reader that the
researcher presents a “true picture of the phenomenon under scrutiny” (p. 63). In this case, the
burden is on me. For example, I am expected to prove that the Ethiopian immigrant parents’
stories are represented and also analyzed in such a way that they are credible or believable.
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Transferability is related to generalization and asks how are the findings of my research
useful to, or transferable to, other settings. Therefore, as a researcher, I have provided all the
necessary details (including thick description and translating from Amharic into English) so that
readers can determine whether there is transferability to setting they are knowledgeable
about. I believe a reader can understand from the description of the process that the results of
my study have emanated from such process; the process which dependability is concerned
with.
Confirmability: I have tried to keep the relationships among the findings and
interpretations so that readers can see that the data I collected and analyzed are not simply
based on my imagination but they come from the real data based on the relationships ; findings
and interpretations.
There were different elements which I took into account talking about quality issues in
my research: elements like, thick description, using the exact words and phrases of the
participants in reporting the findings and also in analyzing the findings. Such strategies promote
credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability of the study. This is one of the
reasons I decided to put the exact words and phrases in Amharic (the language in which the
interviews were conducted) and then translated it into English (See chapters 4 and 5). I also
provided the background of the participants from whom I collected my data. In addition to this,
I selected appropriate places for conducting the interviews. This in turn helped me for taping
carefully the interviews, transcribing, coding and analyzing. Therefore, following a standard
research procedure has helped to maintain the quality of my study.
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I also followed the convention of liberally using quotations from the data (typically
known as “thick description” (Geertz, 1973, p. 7), member checking, peer review, and keeping
an audit trail. According to Guba and Lincoln (1989), member checking is when data, analytic
categories, interpretations and conclusions are tested with members of those groups from
whom the data were originally obtained, and member checking is viewed as a technique for
establishing the credibility of an account, whereas peer review is used to improve a project’s
trustworthiness (pp. 8-9) through having a peer judge whether the findings are plausible.
Member checking: I contacted the participants one by one for member checking. Even
though it went well with most of the participants, some thought it would take longer time as
the interview itself and became reluctant at the beginning. Once I explained to them again that
it would not take more time, they agreed to do member checking. I gave to six of the
participants the transcribed interview (separately) to review and determine whether the
participants felt that the data is accurate. I did member checking with one of the participants
on the phone (since he/she preferred). At the same time, I had to remind him/her about
confidentiality issue and I had to make sure that nobody was with him/her in the room during
our member checking on the phone. This in turn helps the credibility of the data. Some of them
asked me to make corrections or reframe some of the phrases or words they used during the
interviews.
Peer review: Creswell (2003) refers to it as, “peer debriefing.” Peer review enhances the
accuracy of the account and it is the process which involves locating a person (a peer debriefer)
who reviews and asks questions about the qualitative study so that the account will resonate
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with people other than the researcher (p. 192). I asked two people and they agreed to be my
peer-reviewers3. This in turn strengthens the dependability and confirmability of my data.
Audit trail: An audit trail is a transparent description of the research steps taken from
the start of a research project to the development and reporting of findings (Cohen & Crabtree,
2006, p. 1). I followed all the necessary procedures in my study which fulfills what audit trail is
concerned with. The procedure which Creswell (2003) refers to as, “The procedure of having an
independent investigator look over many aspects of the project”, procedure like accuracy of
transcription, the relationship between the research questions and the data, the level of data
analysis from the raw data through interpretation (p. 192).
To reach out to my potential participants, I translated the adult consent form, verbal
script and recruitment flyer from English into Amharic. I also left flyers in English and Amharic
with my personal information at different Ethiopian restaurants, businesses and Ethiopian
community center. All the collected data were based on interview guide (See Appendix B). I
have introduced all the participants by using pseudonyms to keep their identity confidential. I
have also given the actual words and phrases used by the participants during interviews in
Amharic in the findings and translated them into English (See chapters 4 and 5) and the analysis
and conclusion are also based on the mentioned procedures. Moreover, all electronic
documents are password protected and securely kept. Therefore, looking at all these
procedures, the audit enhances the credibility, confirmability and dependability of the study.

3

Both of them are fellow Vincentians who teach at DePaul University and have had IRB training.
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Introducing the Participants
Bekele Mulugeta
Bekele has been living in the US for more than two decades. He has some college level
education. Bekele is one of the Ethiopian immigrants who played great roles in founding the
Ethiopian Community in Chicago. His first job was in a restaurant, then as a parking attendant,
as a parking attendant, a manager of a department at an airport and now he works as a taxi
driver. He has two daughters and he sent his daughters to Catholic schools for elementary
grades and now he is sending them to public schools. One of his daughters is in 9th grade and
the second one is in 12th grade. Both his daughters are college-bound.
Though Bekele wants his daughters to continue in their education, he also wants them
to get married after completing their BA in any fields they are interested in. According to him,
he wants to be a grandparent when he is still strong. For Bekele, his daughters could go to
graduate school (if they want) after their marriage. At the same time, he is always ready to
respect their choices even if their choices are different from what their dad wants.
Mulu Tefera
Mulu came to the United States after completing high school in Ethiopia. She has been
living in the U.S. for almost two decades. Mulu took some English classes after arriving in
Chicago. Her first job was in a hotel, then in a home for the elderly, and now she runs her own
business (a small shop). Mulu has two daughters and has sent both her daughters to Catholic
schools for elementary and now she is sending both her daughters to public schools. Mulu’s
daughters are both college-bound.
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Mulu wants her daughters to continue in their education until graduate school. She
does not want them to stop their study at only college level. For this, she continues to remind
her daughters about her experience in Ethiopia; how she escaped from military government
and faced many hardships on her way to a neighboring country. Unlike their mother, her
daughters live in a peaceful country with a lot of opportunity and with a lot of colleges and
universities. Therefore, Mulu has the determination to continue to support her daughters in
their education so that she is able to see them in graduate school.
Maru Dawit
Maru has been living in the US for more than two decades. He has some college
education and also took some computer classes here. He worked in a bank, as a sales assistant
in a company, as a parking attendant and cashier for a company. Maru has two children, a
daughter and son. His daughter is in high school and his son is in elementary school. He wants
both his children to continue in their education. Maru has a serious health issue and he is not
sure whether he will be alive and at the side of his children during their graduation. As he
shared with me this painful situation which is related to his health issue, he became emotional.
In fact, his fears were so powerful and painful that I also could not control myself and
joined him, becoming emotional myself. One of the things he has begun to do is to call his
children one by one, especially his daughter (since she is the elder) and remind her that she
should take care of her brother if anything happens to him. Instead, he tells to his son the need
to listen to his sister. At the same time, he is afraid to mention to his son his fear which is
related to his health. He had to struggle within himself about sharing with his children such
powerful and sad story at this age. Maru is afraid that such a story could distract his children
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from their education. For Maru, not having his family members or any relatives in the US is also
another painful thing. Otherwise, he could tell to his family and relatives to take care of his
children at his absence by supporting the mother of his children.
Roman Mulatu
Roman has been living in the US for over two decades. She has completed high school
and took some English classes. Since Roman`s mother was living in the US, she did not have the
pressure to look for a job. In fact, she got married immediately after completing high school.
She focused on raising her kids while her husband worked. Now she co-owns an Ethiopian
restaurant. She has three children, two boys and a girl. Two of her children are in high school
and one is in the 7th grade. Roman wants all her children to continue their study in college.
Roman was the only participant who did not go to a neighboring country to escape the
Ethiopian military junta. Instead, she was sent to Israel by her mom and she lived there for four
years. After four years, her mother completed all the necessary processes and invited her to the
US. Though her mother wanted Roman to focus on her education, she got married before she
started college. Once she began to have kids, Roman was so busy raising them that she did not
have time to go to college. She is happy that she was supported by her mother and she wants
to follow the example of her mother and support her children in their education. Roman [with a
smiling face] wants to consider herself as someone who has attended graduate school through
her children. She is also happy that her mom (the grandmother of her children) has continued
to support her grandchildren.
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Markos Haile
Markos has also been living in the United States for more than two decades. He worked
as a parking attendant after working at 7-11. He took English classes and training in different
skills. Markos has a BA in Management. Now he works in a government office in Chicago.
Markos has three children, two of them are in high school and the third one is in elementary
school. He was also one of the Ethiopians who played great roles in starting the Ethiopian
Community Association of Chicago.
Markos was the only participant who was sponsored and lived with an American family
for a number of years. The very fact he lived with an American family has helped him to
understand American society and culture better than other participants in my study. He wants
his children not only to go to graduate school but some of them to become doctors. According
to Markos, he wants such profession for his children not so much for money but he wants to
see his children save lives. Markos believes in supporting others and he got this belief from his
father; his father is an Ethiopian Orthodox priest (it is common for the Ethiopian Orthodox
priest to get married).
Lukas Girma
Lukas has been living in the US for more than two decades. His first job was in a college
biology lab and then he worked as a parking attendant, a taxi driver, and now he runs his own
restaurant. He has some college education. Lukas has three children, two girls and a boy. One is
in grade eight and the other two are in elementary school. Lukas is one of the participants who
participates actively in the education of his children.
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Lukas is very happy that he always has time for his children because he runs a private
business (an Ethiopian restaurant) and that helps him for flexibility. He checks his children’s
homework every day. First of all, he tells them to try to do it themselves and if they need help
he is always there for them. Markos was also one of the participants who told me that
whenever he cannot find answers to some questions, he sits and researches with his children. If
they do not find an answer after all this, he calls a teacher (the teacher who gave that
homework) and asks for his/her support. Markos does not doubt that his children will go to
different universities and he hopes that the support of their dad will always be there.
Yeshi Beyene
Yeshi has been living in the US for more than a decade. She completed high school in
Ethiopia and also took some basic training here in Chicago. The training related to her jobs.
Yeshi has a son who was born in Ethiopia. Now her son is in high school here. She sent her son
to a Catholic school for elementary grades and to a public school for high school. He is now in
grade twelve. Yeshi hopes that her son will be joining college without any problems.
Unlike other participants in my study, Yeshi was the only participant who gave birth to
her son when she was in Ethiopia. She was able to bring her son to the US when he was in an
elementary grade. She also sent her son from time to time to Ethiopia during summer to visit
his dad and her family and relatives. Slowly she completed all the necessary processes for her
husband and brought him to the US. What makes Yeshi so unique is how she always wanted to
be a house wife and have more children and raise them. Instead, she gets frustrated that the
American lifestyle does not allow her to be that way (according to her, there are so many bills
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to be taken care of). Therefore, it would not be appropriate to leave all these bills to her
husband. Moreover, her son is in school and he needs her support.
As is evident above, the seven participants have a range of experience, as summarized
in Table 1. They have held a variety of jobs, and have sent their children to both Catholic and
public schools.

Table 6. Participants.
Participant
Bekele

Time in US
20+ years

Educational Level
Some college

Mulu

<20 years

High school + English classes

Maru

20+ years

Some college education

Roman

20+ years

High school + English classes

Markos

20+ years

BA in Management + jobs related training

Lukas

20+ years

Some college education

Yeshi

10+ years

High school + Jobs related training

Children
grade daughter
12th grade daughter
9th grade daughter
12th grade daughter
4th grade son
9th grade daughter
7th grade daughter
10th grade son
12th grade son
6th grade son
9th grade son
11th grade son
Kindergarten daughter
4th grade daughter
8th grade son
12th grade son
9th

The participants in my study are very happy that they were able to escape death, which
would have been due to the military junta. At the same time, for many of them, the transitions
have never been easy, especially in terms of the English language, adapting to American culture
and feelings of homesickness. They are not sure how long and how well they can succeed.
Many of them believe that they are raising American kids in an Ethiopian way. They have begun

86

to see how their children are different from them. This is seen when many of their children do
not want to communicate with their Ethiopian parents in Amharic. For some of the participants
this situation has created frustration and fear of the loss of their Ethiopian identity.
Conclusion
In this study I aim to understand the experiences and perceptions of Ethiopian
immigrants in Chicago particularly as they relate to their involvement in their children’s
schooling. In this chapter, I have presented the procedures I followed in conducting my
research. First of all, I presented the theoretical lens for my study. Second, research approach
(qualitative study) and the reasons I chose the kind of research approach. Third, I provided the
particular procedures used in doing the research. Finally, in this chapter, I have explained
ethical and quality issues in my study.
In the following section, I am going to present findings which were collected from the
Ethiopian parents.

87

Chapter 4. Findings I: Life Transitions and Next Generations

Immigration is a complex process that affects and transforms every aspect of an
individual’s or society’s life, culture and interactions. There are growing numbers of first and
second generations Ethiopian immigrants across the western world, including in the Chicago
area. In order to support their children’s education, these immigrants should know as parents
what is expected by American schools. The Ethiopian immigrant parents who took part in my
study are three mothers and four fathers. I present my findings in three sections based on the
themes that emerged from the data: a) Expectations and experiences of immigrants b)
Immigrants’ life experience in the US and c) Parents and their children’s educational
experience.
Often, transitions are not easy for immigrants in a host country. There are factors which
make the processes easier or more difficult. For example, government policies, media
portrayals, the type of religion immigrants follow, society’s reception of immigrants, and the
presence and size of their ethnic community have a great impact on their success in adapting to
life in the US. Before a US Visa is issued to immigrants from any country, they are supposed to
get sponsors in the US. The Ethiopian immigrants have got their own expectations and
experiences. They also developed their own life experience in the US and also once they began
to have their own children, they, as parents had their children’s educational experience. This
chapter focuses on their life transitions, in three sections.
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Migration: Expectations and Experiences of Immigrants
Though Ethiopians come to the US in different ways, these participants mainly came in
two ways. Six of the participants came during the derg (military junta) and one participant came
during the current regime which came to power in 1991. Ethiopians who came to the U.S.
during the back to Ethiopia after graduation. Many Ethiopians, who immigrated from the mid1970s to the late 1980s, were mainly escaping from the derg which was known for its brutality.
The regime ruled Ethiopia for seventeen years until it was removed in May 1991. Six out of
seven participants in my study left Ethiopia to escape the brutality of military junta through
Sudan, Kenya and Uganda, and the seventh had a mother who was already living in the U.S. Her
mother was able to send her daughter to Israel where some of their family members were
living. Meanwhile she worked on the process of bringing her daughter to the States and
brought her to the US.
Three of the participants believed that the military government they feared would
collapse one day and they would go back to Ethiopia. Since their plan was to go back to Ethiopia
once the brutal government they feared left power, or was removed, many of them did not
think of getting married in the US. Marriage and children were the two factors which
contributed immensely for the changing of their understanding of America as a temporary
home. These two helped the participants to think about the possibility of permanent residency
in the United States. Maru says:
አንድ ጊዜ በአሜሪካ ልጅ ከወለድክ፣ ወደ አገር ቤት እገባለሁ፣ እመለሳለሁ የሚል ተስፋ እየመነመነ ይሄዳል፤ ልጆችህ
ወዲያውኑ አሜሪካዊያን ናቸው፤ የሌላ አገር ዜጋ ወደ ኢትዮጵያ ወስደህ ምን ልታደርገው ነው?
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[Once you have a child in the US, your hope which says, “I will go back or return to
Ethiopia” slowly diminishes. Your children [American born] are automatically Americans;
after all, taking a citizen of another country to Ethiopia, what are you going to do with
them?]
According to five of the participants the problem of language was one of the most
challenging things they experienced at the beginning. Since one of the participants was exposed
to English in neighboring countries, he did not have as much difficulty as the other participants.
The remaining participant did not have the pressure to look for a job immediately after her
arrival since she was young and her mother took care of her. Instead, she had to focus on taking
English classes.
Bekele, Mulu, Maru, Roman and Lukas left Ethiopia and went to neighboring countries
where they used to imagine the U.S. as an ideal place for life’s opportunities and comforts. For
example, Maru puts this way:
ወደ አሜሪካ ከመምጣታችን በፊት አገሩን እንደመንግሥተ ሰማያት፣ ብዙ ገንዘብ ብዙ ሳትለፋ የምታገኝበትና
ት/ቤት በቀላሉ ገብተህ ያለብዙ ክፍያ የምትማርበት አድርገን እንገምት ነበረ።
[Before we came to the US, we used to think about it as heaven, could earn a lot of
money without sacrifice and an easy access to education without a lot of tuition.]
Before they came to United States, none of them expected to see poor or homeless
people in this country. In contrast, Markos and Yeshi did not have such explicit expectations
about the US.
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አሜሪካ ብዙ ያደገ አገር መሆኑን ገምቼ ነበረ፣ ነገር ግን ዕድገቱ እንደዚህ ወይም እንደዛ ነው ብዬ አለሰብኩም (የሺ)።
Yeshi says, [even though I could not tell or guess the level of the U.S. development, I knew that
it would be a well-developed country.]
For Maru, leaving his country was not easy but he had to do it. In fact, he puts it this
way:
አገሬን ጥዬ መውጣት ቀላል ውሳኔ አልነበረም፣ ግን ምንም ምርጫ ስላልነበረኝ አደረኩሁኝ፤ ወደ ጠረፍ ስቃረብ
የተለያየ ስሜት ፈጠረብኝ፣ በአንድ በኩል በአጭር ጊዜ ውስጥ በሌላ አገር እንደምሆን አወቅሁ፤ በሌላ በኩል ደግሞ
ከኋላዬ ከሚመጣብኝ የደርግ የጭካኔ ግድያ እያመለጥኩሁኝ እንደሆነ ተሰማኝ።
[It was not an easy decision to leave my country; since I did not have another option I
had to do it. As I was getting nearer to Ethiopian boarder, I had mixed feelings. On the
one hand, I knew that I was about to find myself in another country. On the other hand,
I was about to escape death, the death which would come from the brutal military
junta.]
Maru also remembers what he did once he crossed to a neighboring country. As he
began to recall and retell his story he almost became emotional.
ወደ ጐረቤት አገር እንደተሻገርኩሁኝ ውድ አገሬን ለመጨረሻ ጊዜ ወደኋላ ዞሬ አየኋትና ዕንባዬ እንደጐርፍ መውረድ
ጀመሬ፣ ከዚያም ይህንን ሐዘን በውስጤ ይዤ ወደ ስደት ዓለም መጓዝ ተያያዝኩት።
[As soon as I crossed to Sudan for the last time, I looked back to my beloved country and
began to cry. After this, I carried with me this sorrow and continued my journey as an
immigrant.]
When Maru was sure that he has escaped from the military junta and found himself in
another country (Sudan), he said the following:
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ከደርግ ግድያ መምለጤንና ድንበሩን በስላም እንዳቋረጥኩሁኝ እርግጠኛ ከሆንኩ በኋላ ወደ ዋና ከተማ በየት መንገድ
መሄድ እንደነበረብኝ በፍጹም ግራ ገባኝ፤ ትንሽ አሰብኩና እረኞችን ለመጠየቅ ወሰንኩ፤ ግን በምን ቋንቋ ምን ብዬ
ልጠይቅ? ትንሽ ከአመነታሁ በኋላ የዋና ከተማቸውን ስም በመጥራትና ሌላውን በምልክት በመጠቀም ጠያኳቸው፣
በጣም ሩቅ እንደሆነ ነገሩኝና ቢያንስ ከአንድ ሳምንት በላይ ፈጀብኝ፤ ምናልባት ለአገሩ ሰው ሁለትና ሦስት ቀን
የሚፈጅ መንገድ ሊሆን ይችላል።
[Even though I realized that I escaped from the brutality of the military junta and was
safe, I did not know how to proceed to their capital. Then I decided to ask shepherds but
in what language should I ask? After being puzzled for a while, I asked them by simply
mentioning the name of the capital and using gestures for the rest. They told me that it
was far away from where I was. Therefore, it took me almost more than a week. It could
have taken only two to three days for the citizens of that country.]
Maru also experienced additional challenges.
በሰው አገር ስትኖር አገር አልባነትህ ይሰማሃል፣ የማንነት ኩራት ሊቀንስ ይችላል፣ አገርህ ይነፍቅሃል፤ በተለይም
ወደህ ሳይሆን ተገደህ አገርህን ስትለቅ ይብስብሃል፤ በጐረቤት አገር ለጊዜው ብቻ ወደ ሦስተኛ አገር እስከምትሄድ
እንደምትኖር ታውቃለህ፤ እስከዚያ ግን ሕገዊ መኖሪያ ስለሌለህ፣ የቋንቋ ልዩነት፣ ምግብና የአየር ሁኔታ ሊያስቸግርህ
ይችላል።
[When you live in another country, you feel like a person without a country. For
example, loss of sense of identity or pride, homesickness, especially when you are
forced to leave your country. You also know that you are in a neighboring country for
the time being until you go to a third country. Meanwhile, you could experience
hardships which come from being illegal, language barriers, food and climate of that
country].
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Bekele decided to leave Ethiopia after the military junta killed two of his brothers. For
him, the very fact he witnessed the massacre of his brothers gave him courage and strength to
go to a neighboring country. For Bekele, as long as he was alive, the level of suffering did not
matter since he witnessed the killing of his brothers.
ምን ላድርግ የምወዳትን አገር ጥዬ ከመሰደድ ውጪ? ደርግ ሁለት ወንድሞቼን ገደለብኝ፣ እኔንም አስከሚገል ቁጭ
ብዬ ከምሞት በማለት ወጣሁ።
[What should I have done except to leave the country I loved. The military junta killed
two of my brothers; I could not simply wait until the regime killed me like my brothers.
Then I left the country.]
I could see the bitterness and memory of Bekele after many years towards that military
regime. It is not only for his two brothers but also many others who were massacred with his
brothers. Bekele does not talk much about his suffering in Sudan because of the reason he had
to leave Ethiopia—it is too painful.
Markos decided to leave Ethiopia for Kenya because he was perceived as anti-revolution
and could not be admitted into higher education. And, the more his life was in danger the
stronger the motivation to leave Ethiopia. Life in exile was not easy. He was always interested in
education, so Markos decided to go from Kenya to Uganda and earned a diploma when he was
there.
እኔ የደርግ ሥርዓት አስቸግሮኝ ከአገሬ ወጣሁ፤ መኖር ካልቻልክ፣ መማር ካልቻልክ፣ መሥራትም ካልቻልክ
እንዴትና ለምን ብለህ ትኖራለህ? አንድ ወንድሜ ከከተማ ከተማ ወስደውኝ ሊደብቀኝ ሞከረ፤ ግን ያ ለጊዜ ብቻ ነው
የሰራው፤ በመጨረሻም ተስፋ ቆርጬ ከአገሬ ወጣሁ።
[The military junta threatened me and I decided to escape from that regime. If you
cannot live, if you cannot study, if you cannot work, how and for what do you live? One
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of my brothers tried to hide me in different cities and that worked only for time being.
Finally, I lost hope and left the country.]
Lukas also left the country to escape the military regime. What makes Lukas’ story
unique is the way he helped his fellow Ethiopians by cooking food; he knew how to cook food
(Lukas’ ability to cook was considered unique because in Ethiopian tradition, men were/are not
supposed to cook.)
እኔ አገሬን ለቅቄ ወደ ጐረቤት አገር ከወጣሁ በኋላ ብዙ የታመሙትን ኢትዮጵያውያን ስደተኞች አግንቼ በጣም
አዘንኩ፤ በቂ የሚበላ ነገር አልነበራቸውም፤ ከዚህ በኋላ ምን ላድርግ ብዬ ሳስብ ትላልቅ እርግቦችን በመያዝ
እየቃቀልኩሁኝ እንድበሉ አደረኩ፣ ከዚህ በኋላ ሕመሙ በጣም ተሻላቸው እንዲሁም ዳኑ፤ አመሰገኑኝም፤ ስለሆነም
ቀስ እያልኩ እርግቦችን በመያዝ እንመገብ ነበረ።
[After I left my country and arrived in Sudan, I found many Ethiopian immigrants who
got sick and did not have enough to eat. I took time to think what to do about this
situation. Then I began to catch pigeons and cooked and fed them. Many were healed
and I continued to feed them pigeons and they were grateful to me.]
Many Ethiopian immigrants in exile were grateful to Lukas. One day Lukas’ friends
informed him that an American family who worked at the US Consulate was looking for a chef.
He went and applied for the job. He did not know that he was expected to cook for diplomats
and different guests! Once they found out that he did not have the necessary skill to cook for
the American family, they decided to hire another chef. Since the entire family was happy with
Lukas, they decided to keep him and wanted him to learn everything from the new chef. Lukas
learned a lot and was able to cook for the same family. Slowly they considered him as one of
their family members. In fact, the same family became the reason for Lukas to have a dream to
come to the United States.
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When Lukas was ready to leave for the States, many of his friends were very sad
because he was the one who fed them by roasting pigeons. When he got the chance to come to
the US he felt it was the chance of a lifetime.
በአሜሪካ ማንም የማውቀው ሰው ስላልነበረኝ፣ እዚህ እመጣለሁ የሚል ግምት በፍጹም አልነበረኝም፤ በመሆኑም
ይህንን ዕድል እንደተአምር አድርጌ ነው የማየው።
[Since I did not know anybody in the US, I never thought of coming here. Therefore, I
consider this chance as a miracle.]
Mulu and Yeshi simply talked in a general way about their experience in exile and also
how they missed their country. Whereas, five of the participants used to consider the US as
“heaven” or “it is a land rich with milk and honey.”4
በሌሎች አገሮች ስደተኞች ሆነን እያለን አሜሪካን እንደመንግሥተ ሰማያት አድርገን እንገምት ነበረ፤ እንዲሁም
በመጽሐፍ ቅዱስ እንደተጠቀሰው የተስፋይቱ አገር፤ ማርና ወተት የምታፈሰው አድርገን እናስብ ነበረ።
[When we were in other countries as immigrants, we used to consider the US as
“heaven” – the promised land, the image which is in the Bible, “the land of flowing with
milk and honey.”]
According to these participants, this is the image many immigrants had in the neighboring
countries to which they initially fled. The other two participants expected the US to be a very
well developed country.
All the participants but one passed through hardships and dangers to get to the US.
Many of them expected the US to be a perfect country; they thought money would be always
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This is a biblical image which comes from Exodus 33:3, and refers to when the Israelites were guided to the
Promised Land (Israel) from the slavery of Egypt.
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there and education would be free or nearly free. Moreover, none of the participants expected
to see poor or homeless people in the States. For example, Mulu puts this way:
ኢትዮጵያ በነበርኩበት ጊዜ በአሜሪካ ዶላር ከመሬትና እንደፍራፍሬ ከዛፍ ላይ በቀላሉ የሚለቀም መስሎኝ ነበረ፤
ወንድሜ! እዚህ ከደረስክ በኋላ ያለው እውነታ ሌላ ነው፤ በቃ ምን አለፋ፤ የሩጫ አገር በለው፤ ዛሬም ትሮጣለህ፤
ነገም ሩጫው ይቀጥላል።
[When I was in Ethiopia, in the US, I thought you could collect dollar easily from ground
/American ground/ and from a tree like fruits; my brother [oh boy] once you arrive here,
the reality [on the ground] is different: in short, call it a country for running [you should
work hard to live], you run today; the running also continues tomorrow.]
According to some participants feeling of nostalgia was one of the problems they faced
during transitions. This feeling sometimes led them to frustration and at times weeping when
unable to cope with different situations and when faced with difficult circumstances. In fact,
Mulu says,
መቼም ወደ መጀመሪያ ላይ የናፍቆቱ ነገር አይወራም፣ ከዚህም የተነሳ ነው መሰለኝ እንባህ በቀላሉ ለትንሽ ነገርም
ይፈሳል፤ በተለይም አንዳንድ ነገሮች ከበድ ስሉማ አይጣል ነው።
[At the beginning [when they newly arrived] the level of home sick could not be
explained, I think based on this [because of this] even weeping [pouring down tears] for
small things was common; especially when being faced with difficult things was more
seriously [the degree of weeping was more.]
According to four of the participants sponsors helped them to take English classes, job
training, and job referrals. These participants also wanted to continue with their education in
the US after taking English classes. Unfortunately, according to Ethiopian tradition, they were
expected to do everything possible to support their families back home in Ethiopia. In some
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cases, this led them (the four participants) to find a fulltime job while attending or planning to
go to a college. In fact, Markos puts this way:
ለትምህርት ብዙ ፍላጎት እያለህ በአገር ቤት ስንትና ስንት ሰው ያንተን እጅ እያየ እንዴት ዝም ብለህ ትምህርትን
ትቀጥላለህ?
[You have motivation to pursue in your study but back home there are so many people
looking at your hand [in need of your support], how can you keep quiet [ignore their
need] and continue with your study?]
Generally speaking, Ethiopian immigrants lack English proficiency. There are factors
which have continued to contribute for the limited English proficiency, namely, the educational
system in Ethiopia, especially issues pertaining to language policy and the absence of a colonial
heritage language due to Ethiopia`s independence from colonial rule. For example, the
participants in my study completed at least twelfth grade before coming to the United States.
This means they have studied English for many years and also studied many subjects in English
in Ethiopia. At the same time, the use of English as a school subject or as a medium of
instruction does not necessarily enable people to use the language for everyday
communication, because they may not get the opportunity to use the language outside of the
classroom. In the Ethiopian system of education, using English as a communication medium was
criticized, especially during the socialist military regime. As Negash (2006) argues, “The
disruption of relations with the Western World in general and the United States in particular
signaled the decline of English as a medium of instruction” (p. 18).
Freedom is one of the things the participants enjoy in the US. At the same time, the
image they used to have about the US before their arrival does not much the reality on the
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ground. Some of these things are poverty and inequality. The participants did not have any idea
that homeless people would be found in the United States. Many of them suffered a lot on
their journey to neighboring countries to escape from brutal military junta. Though they
suffered on their way and also in neighboring countries, some of them decided to focus on life
that they were still alive. The Ethiopian immigrant parents came to the US from an environment
where there was a brutal regime. Once these immigrants arrived in the US, they began to have
their own experience within the host society.
Immigrants’ Life Experience in the US
Many of the participants in my study left Ethiopia to escape the brutal regime which
came to power in 1974 by removing King Haile Selassie’s regime. They witnessed the death of
their family members, relatives and friends before they left their country. If they decided to
continue to live in Ethiopia, they could have been killed like others and instead they took the
risk of going to unknown neighboring countries. The idea was just simply to escape from being
killed or at least being killed while trying to do something (escape) rather than sit and wait for
the death to come to them. Six out of the seven parents are happy that they are alive and live
in the US and have got their own families. The remaining one is also happy that she lives in the
US but she does not have the same reason to value being alive since she came to the US
through Israel legally (since her mother was in the US, she processed all the document works
and brought her daughter). Though they face problems (language, culture, climate, food and
misunderstandings) from time to time the way they escaped death in Ethiopia and recalling the
death of so many of their family members and friends give them energy to appreciate and
continue their life in the US.
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According to many of the participants, when they were in Ethiopia they thought that the
real America and the America they had seen on their television screens would be the same.
Many thought that it was just beautiful and everything was so easy living in the US, but slowly
found out about poverty, inequality and the American class structure. It is possible to see that
during their transitions some participants were unprepared for the realities of American life.
For example, to see the independence of children and wives were some of the shocking
experiences some of the participants found out here. The participant women who came from
Ethiopia put their situation in the US as moving from domination to independence and
freedom. In contrary, Bekele refers to the freedom and independence of Ethiopian women
[women in general] in the US by saying:
ይህ የሴቶች አገር ስለሆነ አንዳች ነገር ማለት አትችልም፣ ብዙ ነገር እያየ ዝም ትላለህ።
[Since this country is for women [women’s right is respected] you cannot do anything, you see
[observe] a lot of things and [you] keep quiet.]
When many of the participants left Ethiopia, it was possible to get job of teaching in
elementary grade levels after only completing high school. Even though many of the
participants completed high school in Ethiopia, to get a teaching profession or something
similar in the US was unthinkable. This made some participants to feel that they had to start life
from the scratch. For example, Mulu says,
ይገርማል በሌላ አገር ስትሆን ትምህርት እያለህ እንዳልተማረ ትሆናለህ፣ እሄ እሄ አለኝ ብለህስ እንዴት አድርገህ
በምን ቋንቋ ታስረዳለህ?
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[It is amazing that when you are in another country, even if you are educated, you act as
uneducated [you seem uneducated], how can you explain saying, I have these, these
credentials and in what language?]
በሰው አገር ብዙ ነገር አዲስ ይሆንብሃል፤ በተለይም ቋንቋ እና ምግብ እንዲሁም ደግሞ የአየር ሁኔታም በመጀመሪያ
ጊዜ ቀላል አልነበረም፣ ያም ሆኖ ግን ከሰው ጨፍጨፊው ደርግ አምልጠው አሜሪካ መግባትም ትልቅ እርካታ ነው. (የሺ በየነ
- ከቃለ-መጠይቅ ተሳታፊዎች አንዱዋ):
Yeshi says, [many things become new in other country, especially, language and food. The
weather was also not easy at the beginning. All the same, to be able to escape from military
junta and arrive in the United States of America had been a huge relief.]
Five of the participants thought that they would not have any problem in
communicating in English after their arrival. In reality, what they knew was not enough to
communicate with Americans. To some of them this created a kind of frustration since they
found out that they had to take some English classes. For three participants, transitions were
not easy. For example, in Ethiopia, a husband is supposed to work to support his family. He is
considered the breadwinner. In reality, in the US both men and women work. In some cases, a
wife had a job and her husband did not. In such case, he is supposed to depend on his wife for
support, which was contrary to what he knew back home. Two of the participants went through
this kind of experience. There were times that these two participants did not have jobs but
their wives did. It took these men a while to accept the reality and reconcile with their
experience men are supposed to provide back home in Ethiopia.
Almost all participants believe that raising children in the US is not easy, especially when
you live in apartments. By their nature children want to play freely and apartments do not have
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that kind of atmosphere; they limit free movements of children. According to many of the
participants, back home in Ethiopia, children can play, jump and shout, but in apartments since
many people live in the apartments, they are not supposed to shout. It could disturb other
people in the building. Even in your own building, you are not supposed to speak loudly. Yeshi
explains about life in apartments by saying, “አንዳንዴ ከአገር ቤት ዘመድ በሚመጣበት ጊዜ ጮክ ብላችሁ
አታውሩ ብለህ እንዴት መንገር እንዳለብህ አታውቅም.” [Some times when family members visit from back
home, you do not know how to tell them to speak quietly.] For these participants, if they tell
their family members to keep quiet and to talk quietly in the apartments, they may think that
their hosts are mean or cruel people. Moreover, according to Ethiopian culture, the younger
generation is not supposed to instruct the elderly about what to or not to do. In this case, if the
family members who are visiting are elderly, it makes things more difficult for the younger ones
to try to instruct them based on the Ethiopian cultural background (a younger is supposed to
listen and not to try to instruct).
Almost all the participants believe that American society is not a better place for
children than their homeland. They are very concerned about how American society impacts
children, specifically teenagers. Some of the participants were afraid to send their kids to public
school to prevent them from learning the bad culture of the US. For such parents, the bad
culture would be using drugs, smoking and drinking especially when the children are still young.
This is one of the reasons some of them sent their children to Catholic schools, so that their
academics could be supported by Christian ethics since all of the participants were Christians.
The participants also want their children to learn and keep Ethiopian values and not American
values. For example, respect for the elderly, Americans see a kid as an individual, this is my life
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and that is yours. Ethiopians do not see that way. Instead, it is our life and that is how we do
things. We approach things like family. They want their children to keep such values. In reality,
their children [American born] are more influenced by what they study in schools and also see
on movies [movies made by Americans based on the Western values and culture.]
Ethiopian identity is one of the things all participants talked about and the paradox of
keeping their Ethiopian identity while living in the US. For example, they talked about the
paradox of being inside and outside oneself. Participants understand that they live in US as
Americans [all of the participants have been granted citizenship] and follow American laws and
regulations by enjoying their constitutional rights. At the same time, they also recognize that
within themselves they still feel that they are Ethiopians and are proud of their Ethiopian
identity. According to the participants, there is fear: on one hand they want to become
accepted and become a part of larger society, America; on other hand they want to retain their
Ethiopian identity. In fact, the participants in my study looking at their kids who are born in the
US fear that a loss of Ethiopian culture, language and traditions will be inevitable in future.
In addition to the fear of losing their Ethiopian identity, almost all the participants have
mentioned that they are raising American children in another culture - - Ethiopian culture. For
example, Yeshi says,
እኛ እኮ የአሜሪካ ሕፃናትን ነው የምናሳድገው፤ ሌላው ቀርቶ እንኳን የአማርኛ ቋንቋ ማስተማር ለብዙ ቤተሰብ ቀላል
አይደለም፤ በዚህ ላይ ደግሞ የሆነ ነገር ባማርኛ ቋንቋ ስትላቸው፤ በእንግሊዝኛ ነው የምመልሱልህ፤ በሌላ በኩል
ደግሞ ልጆችህ አሜሪካውያን መሆናቸውን እያወቅህ ሁሌም በአማርኛ ብቻ እንዲያወሩ በጣም ማስቸገሩም ጥሩ
አይደለም።
[We are raising American children. Let alone other things, even teaching Amharic
language to their kids is not easy for many families. On the top of this [moreover], when
102

you say something in Amharic language, they respond to you in English. In other hand,
knowing that your kids are Americans, to trouble [to bother] them to speak always in
Amharic is not good.]
Some of the participants are troubled by disrespect and disobedience of American
children. Whenever they faced such negative experiences, they talked a lot passionately about
family life in Ethiopia; especially focusing on the roles of extended family (it is normal in
Ethiopia to be supported by extended family to raise children). For some participants it is too
serious that parents cannot punish their children. If it happens, they believe their children will
call 911, even though none of the parents informed me that their children have called 911.
Instead the fear is based on what these parents have heard about the experience of other
Ethiopian parents’ children who called 911. Sometimes children threaten to call, so and there is
a belief that this can happen. This is a shock to many of these parents. At the same time, a few
of the participants acknowledged that the way some parents punished their children corporally
in Ethiopia was cruel and too severe. In the participants’ cases, some punishments were very
serious and left marks on the children’s bodies for the rest of their lives.
According to (Berry, 1997), “refugees and immigrants experience identity confusion as a
result of moving to a new culture, suddenly lose majority status and become minorities and
need to go through modification of their identity and this process may lead to various
psychological problems” (p. 14). Many of the participants after arriving here, had to make a
psychological adjustment to adapt themselves to a new culture.
Maru arrived in the US more than two decades ago. When he first arrived he looked at
his life as second chance or a bonus. He lost many of his friends in Ethiopia and on his journey
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to Sudan. Because of the sufferings and hardships he went through on a journey from Ethiopia
to Sudan and in Sudan, he thought he would be killed. Once he arrived in the States, he began
to reflect upon his life and began to see it as second chance. What did he decide to do with his
life? He got a job and was partying every night. His simple logic was: I wasted my life in Sudan
and now it is time to party. According to Maru, nobody helped him to take the opportunity to
go to college. He blames his lack of orientation on American culture.
እኔ ዕድሜዬን በሱዳን እንዳጠፋሁ ነው የምቆጥረው፤ ለዚህም ነው አሜሪካ ከደረስኩኝ በኋላ መዝናናት ላይ ብቻ
ትኩረቴ የነበረው፤ በዚህ ላይ ስንትና ስንት ጐደኞቼን አጥቻለሁ፣ በደርግ መንግሥት፣ በስደት ላይ፣ በጐረቤት አገር፤
ኧረ ስንቱ፤ እንግዲህ ይህንን የስቃይ ጊዜ ለመካከስ ነው የተዝናናሁት።
[I consider my life in Sudan as a wasted time. I think it is for this purpose that after
arriving in the United States I focused on partying. I lost so many of my friends by
military junta, on a journey and in Sudan. I think to compensate the lost or wasted time;
I focused on enjoying [partying.]]
It took a while for Maru to get married and act as a responsible family person. The
freedom he has found in the US has remained a kind of surprise for Maru. He had experienced
the brutality of military junta, his journey to exile, life in Sudan (full of hardships), looking at all
these, his life in the US is now completely different. According to Maru, he is not tired of telling
and sharing his experiences and the freedom he has here and the suffering he went through in
his own country.
Unlike Maru, several of the others -- Bekele, Mulu, Markos and Yeshi -- were glad they
arrived safe in the United States, they worked hard to support their families back home. In fact,
Bekele and Markos went to college. Mulu and Yeshi took English classes. Markos continued
with his studies and was able to earn his BA in Business Administration. According to Markos,
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he could not continue with his second degree because of the pressure he had from marriage,
kids and the duty to support family back home in Ethiopia. All the seven respondents told me
that they were excited about the new environment and new experiences, but they did not
completely leave home in terms of their real identity. They also felt loss of self-esteem and
began to organize themselves as a community rather than focusing on individual person to
protect their culture and self-esteem.
Markos has lived in US for more than two decades. When he was still in a refugee camp
in Africa, he was sponsored by an American family. That family received him and wanted to
keep him only for two or three months. Since that American family was very happy with him,
the entire family decided to keep him with them. In addition to this, he was told that the family
did not mind if he stayed with them for more years. In fact, Markos lived with them for almost
five years. He worked hard but did not save much. He used to buy expensive things; he did not
want to buy used things. Since he did not have to pay for house rent or food, he could have
saved more money. Once Markos found out the system of the country, he regrets that he could
have done more financially. According to Markos, since he began to live with American family
from his arrival to U.S.A, it was not easy at very beginning in terms of culture, language and
food. At the same time, he was able to learn American culture better than other participants or
immigrants who were sponsored by Ethiopians.
መጀመሪያ እዚህ አገር ስመጣ የአሜሪካ ቤተሰብ ነው የተቀበለኝ፤ ከእነርሱ ጋር ስለተስማማሁት ለአራት ወይም
አምስት ዓመት ከእነርሱ ጋር ነው የኖርኩት፤ እስከዛሬም ከዚያ ቤተሰብ ጋር ጥሩ ግንኑኝነት አለኝ።
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[When I first came to this country, an American family sponsored me. Since they were
happy with me, I lived with them for almost four or five years. We have good
relationship with that family until today.]
For Markos, it is helpful if an Ethiopian immigrant is supported by Ethiopians. At the
same time, if this help is too much, it hinders the learning of American culture. Social support
provided within immigrant families can either have beneficial or harmful effects on adaptation
(Scott & Scott, 1989). The positive effects help self-esteem and emotional well-being. The
family can serve as a buffer from immigrant problems and stressors. However, too much
support from families can impede the adjustment process by sheltering the immigrant from the
experiences that would help adaptation. For example, immigrants with overly strong familial
support may be less motivated to identify with the new country and culture, or to learn English
(Scott & Scott, 1989). In fact, when Markos arrived to Chicago, he got the chance to live with an
American family who helped him to learn American culture very well. Even though he was not
able to see any differences between himself and other Ethiopian immigrants at the beginning,
later he could see several differences.
Lukas, Bekele, Yeshi and Mulu talked about cultural barrier; especially in the area of
language. Whenever they wanted to communicate, they found themselves handicapped. They
explained such problems as “more listening and less talking and also using more gestures”. In
fact, Fred Genessee (1994), claims, “Learning a language involves more than learning a linguistic
code to label the physical world or to refer to abstract concepts; it entails learning how to use
code in socially appropriate and effective ways” (p. 6).
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መጀመሪያ ላይ የቋንቋ ነገር ቀላል አይደለም፣ አንዳንድ ጊዜ የሆነ ነገር ትልና ሳይገባቸው ሲቀር ምልክት ትጠቀማለህ፤
ብዙ ታደምጠለህ፣ ትንሽ ብቻ ለመናገር ትፈልጋለህ።
[At very beginning, concerning language, it was not easy. When you say something,
sometimes people do not understand you. Therefore, you use gestures, listen more and
talk less.]
For Lukas, migration was a kind of surprise. He had never thought that he would leave
his country. Whenever he reflects upon his journey, it becomes kind of surreal. He reminds
himself that he is in another country. Moreover, Lukas and many of the participants perceive
migration as a paradox. On one hand, when you emigrate into another country, because of the
hardships of journey, processes, dangers and other things which are related to migration, you
feel weak and powerless. On the other hand, once you get job in the US, you begin to enjoy the
freedom it offers (especially compared to the brutality from military junta in Ethiopia), you feel
empowered and now in turn, you begin to empower others back home in Ethiopia by
supporting them financially.
የስደት ሕይወት አስገራሚ ነው፤ በስንትና ስንት መከራ ወደ አሜሪካ ከደረስክ በኋላ ትንሽ ድካም ይሰማሃል፤ ሥራ
ከያዝክ በኋላ ግን በተራህ በአገር ቤት ሰው የምትረዳ ሆነህ ራስህን ታገኛለህ፤ በጣም የሚገርመኝ ነገር ነው።
[Life as an immigrant is surprising. You arrive in US after so much sufferings and
hardships. You might feel a little bit tired but once you have your own job, in turn you
become stronger and begin to support people back home in Ethiopia financially. It
always surprises me!]
Children are also the ones who help immigrant parents to refer to the US as their
country. For example, immigrants like talking about the US in terms of: when I was given
opportunity to live here, when I was granted asylum, when the US opened her arms and
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received me, when I came from my country, and so on. Such phrases are not common for their
children. They refer to the US as “our country, history, and our relationship with other
countries” (Yeshi, Bekele and Mulu). Instead, they refer to Ethiopia as the country of their mom
and dad. They also believe that their roots are from Ethiopia. According to these parents -Yeshi, Bekele and Mulu -- their children have also helped them to know more about the United
States’ history.
All the participants but one have been visiting Ethiopia from time to time. They
indicated that before coming to the US, they did not have chance and means to visit different
places in Ethiopia. After going back to Ethiopia from the States, they have visited different
places. For example, Markos puts it as follows:
ድሮ ከሰፈሬ ሌላ ቦታ የትም አልሄርኩም ደግሞም ምን ልሰራ ብዬ ነው ወደሌላው ሰፈር የምሄደው? [ሳቅ] . . .
በእርግጥ ወደት/ቤት ለመሄድ ከሰፈሬ ወጣ እል ነበረ [ሳቅ]
[When I was back home, I always remained in my village (neighborhood), after all, why
should I have gone to other village, to do what? . . . [laughter]. . . By the way, I left my
neighborhood to go to school] [laughter.]
According to Lukas, sometimes parents have to depend on their children`s support for
different things:
በስደት ስንት ብዙ ነገር ታያለህ መሰለህ፣ አንዳንዴ ልጆችህ እንዲረዱህ ትጠይቃቸዋለህ፣ ለምሳሌ፤ ዕቃቸውን
ልሸጡልህ የፈለጉት ከምፓኒዎች ስልክ ስደውሉ ልጆቻችን እንድነግሩዋቸው እናደርጋለን እንጂ አንደፍረውም፣ ወደ
አሜሪካ ሬስቶራንትም ስንሄድ ልጆቻችን እንዲነግሩልን እናደርጋለን፣ ከሱቅም ዕቃ በምንገዛበት ጊዜም እንዲሁ
እናደርጋለን።
[You know being an immigrant you could see so many things. Sometimes you ask your
children to come to your rescue. For example, when some companies call you for
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advertisements, you ask your children to respond since we feel uncomfortable to
respond to them [language barrier], going to American restaurants, we ask our children
to tell them about our choices and also we do the same when we do shopping.]
This is similar with what Bang (2011) says, “Immigrant youth are often asked to take on
responsibilities beyond their years, such as child care, translation, and negotiation, which can
sometimes lead to exchange of roles between parents and children and thus undermine
parental authority” (p. 410).
Though some of the participants had very high expectations about the US
before their arrival, all of them are very happy about being in the US and seems that they are
satisfied with their life here. Many of them have had a chance to visit different parts of Ethiopia
after they went back home for vacation. For this, they mentioned that their life experience in
the US has taught them to understand the importance of visiting historic sites and new places
for vacation, entertainment and knowledge. In addition to these, they indicated that they have
the financial means to visit Ethiopia. Otherwise, traditionally, most Ethiopians (Christians and
non-Christians) are more interested in spending their money on spiritual pilgrimages than
visiting historic sites and new places for vacations and for fun.
Parents and their Children’s Educational Experience
In the US, different researchers have examined the impact of parental involvement on
children’s education. See for example, (Berger, 1995; Comer, 1984; Fantuzzo, Davis, and
Ginsberg, 1995). Greater parental involvement has been found to be related to higher child
achievement (e.g., Fan & Chen, 2001; Hong & Ho, 2005, and Stevenson & Baker, 1987).
Supported by this research evidence, it has become a priority for schools to reach out to
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parents and to involve them in their children’s education (Huntsinger & Jose, 2009, p. 398).
Moreover, the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 requires schools to demonstrate they are
offering parent involvement options. Virtually all public and private early childhood programs
and elementary schools have provided opportunities for parents to become involved in their
child’s education at school (NCES, 2006).
To the Ethiopian immigrant parents who took part in my study, the term parental
involvement is related to the Ethiopian cultural things which these parents value the most. For
example, raising children, faith/Christianity, teaching and maintaining Ethiopian culture,
educating themselves through their children’s education, and parents’ missed higher education
opportunity. These points will be explained individually in the next chapter.
All the participants felt that they are an integral part of their children’s schooling and
actively participate in their educational process. They also describe themselves as encouraging
and supportive in their children in order for them to do well and behave in school. Many of the
participants identified specific activities in their homes that they associate with their role as
teachers. For example, some of the things they talked about were: make sure that their
children are at home on time, make sure that their children do not watch TV every day [for
some parents their children do not watch TV during weekdays; for some others, they could
watch for an hour or so to relax – this could be twice or three times a week], make sure that
their children complete their homework, make sure that their children do not fight with other
students, make sure that their children respect their teachers, make sure that their children
know their background [the participants believe that it is their duty to teach their children
about their Ethiopian cultures – formally and informally], getting their children into the habit of
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going to sleep early and getting them up on time; making sure they eat well and are dressed
appropriately for school and the weather; and making sure that children got to their buses on
time, make sure that children have the necessary materials for their education.
For Lukas there are many things which are done by parents to raise and support their
children. In fact, he puts his response in a question form by saying:
እስቲ ንገሬኝ፣ ልጅ የሚያሳድገው ማን ነው? ምግብ የሚሰጠውስ ማን ነው? ልብስ የሚገዛለትስ ማን ነው? ልብሱን
የሚያጥበውስ ማን ነው? ት/ቤት የሚወስደው፣ የሚያመጣውስ ማን ነው? መጽሐፍና ሌላም የሚገዛለት ማን ነው?
ኧረ ስንቱን መዘርዘር ይቻላል።
[Tell me! Who do you think the one who raises a child? Who provides food? Who do you
think the one who buys clothes? Who does the laundry? Who do you think the one who
takes to school and brings back? Who do you think the one who buys them books and
other things? Oh! I could go on with the lists.]
It seems that all the participants teach their children the importance of respecting
others. For these participants respecting others meant to conduct themselves in a respectful
manner and respect elders, the authorities, their teachers and parents. The participants
described respect as being demonstrated by listening actively and not to talk back. At the same
time, they also recognize the culture here and in Ethiopia are different; according to them, here
[in the States] children are encouraged to participate actively by talking and presenting their
projects; whereas in our country [Ethiopia], students are not expected to talk much in school
before teachers and also children are not supposed to talk much at home in the presence of
elderly people.
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Almost all the participants are more than satisfied with their children’s schools and they
feel good about their school. For example, the school’s open-door policy and the principals and
the teachers willingness to meet with them on a regular basis gives them the impression that
their schools really care about their students. Moreover, the parents also feel comfortable
about approaching both the school principals and teachers. Many of these participants have the
tendency to compare how parents are treated back home in their country, Ethiopia and in
American schools. Many of them have negative experience or memory about parental
involvement in Ethiopia; not because they were parents but they witnessed how their parents
and others were treated at different schools. For example, Markos puts this way:
ወላጆች በኢትዮጵያ ወደ ት/ቤት ተጠርተው በምሄዱበት ጊዜ፣ ወደ ት/ቤት የሚሄዱ ሳይሆን፣ ወደ ፖሊስ ጣቢያ
የሚሄዱ ይመስላል፤ በተለይም የዚህ ዓይነት ሁኔታ በመንግሥት ት/ቤቶች ጎልቶ ይታያል።
[When parents are called to schools in Ethiopia, it did not look like they were heading to
schools but to a police station; especially such situation was more seen in public
schools.]
Since many of these participants left the country to escape the brutal military junta, the image
they have about a police is as people who were there to torture and kill. It was very common
for Ethiopians in those days to have been fearful and looked terrified whenever they were
called to a police station. This is one of the reasons the participant uses the image of police to
express about parental involvement; you are simply there to listen to what you are told but say
nothing.
Though the degree differs, all the participants help their children with their homework.
Some of them mentioned in the interviews that whenever they found some questions difficult,
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they did research or referred to some books and helped their children in their homework. They
also took them to public libraries from time to time. Almost all the participants mentioned that
they did not directly help their children in doing their homework once they are in high school.
Instead, they help their children by hiring a tutor/s. They also check their grades from time to
time to find out how their children are doing. Some of the participants mentioned that they tell
their children how so many children cannot go to school in Ethiopia because of poverty and
scarcity of schools. In contrast, they [their children] are in the US where there are schools
where their parents can send to. Moreover, schools also offer scholarships in this country.
Parents tell their children such stories to encourage them in their education and not to take for
granted the opportunity they find in the US.
Generally speaking, the participants are also very happy and amazed how schools
communicate to parents in the US. For example, how schools go out to get their messages
reach parents by using different means; telephone calls to homes, emails, weekly newsletters
and letters to parents from schools. All these help the flow of information between schools and
parents. At the same time, the participants also related such effective way of communications
to technology and the willingness of American schools to support students in their education.
Moreover, some participants connect such communications to class size. In Ethiopia, especially
in public schools there are many students in a class room; perhaps 60 or 65.
. . . ልጅን ማስተማር የመምህራን ሀላፍነት ብቻ አድርገን ማየት የለብንም፣ ምክንያቱም መምህራን ያንን ልጅ
እንኳንስ ማስተማር ይቅርና ለማየትም የምችሉት ወላጅ ት/ቤት እስከወሰደው ጊዜ ብቻ ነው፤ ወላጅም ልጁን ት/ቤት
ከወሰደው በኋላ ለተወሰኑት ሰዓታት ልጁን ሳያይ ይቆያል [በትምህርት ላይ ስለሆነ]፤ ስለሆነም ወላጆችና ት/ቤቶች
የግድ አብሮ መሥራት አለባቸው (ማርቆስ - ከቃለ መጠይቅ ተሳታፊዎች አንዱ)።
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[. . . We should not see educating a child as only the responsibility of teachers. After all,
let alone to educate your child, they even can see him/her only if a parent brings that
child to school. In a similar way, a parent cannot see his child for a number of hours
[because of class], therefore, parents and schools should work together.] (Markos).
ልጅህን ከቤትህ አወጥተህ ወደ ት/ቤት መላክና እህልን ከቤትህ ይዘህ ወጥተህ በማሳ መዝራት አንድ ናቸው፤ እህሉን
በማሳው ላይ ዝም ብለህ አትበትንም፣ መጀመሪያ መሬቱን ታዘጋጅና ትዘራለህ፤ ቀጥሎም ከዘራኋውም በኋላ
አስፈላጊውን እንክብካቤ ታደርግለታለህ። ልጅህንም ት/ቤት መላክ ብቻ ሳይሆን አስፈላጊው በሆነ ነገር ሁሉ
ትረዳዋለህ ማለት ነው፤ በእርግጥ የእርሻ መሬት ሁሉም ገበሬ እኩል ያዘጋጃል ማለት አይደለም፣ ምናልባትም
የተለያዩት ነገሮች እክል ሊፈጥሩበት ይችሉ ይሆናል. (ሮማን ሙላቱ - ከቃለመጠይቅ ተሳታፊዎች አንዱዋ)።
[Sending your son to school and sowing a grain in a field is the same. You do not simply
throw a grain into a field, you need to prepare the land. Only after preparing the land
properly, you sow a seed. Then you take care of your field from time to time. In a similar
way, you do not only send your son to school but you support him/her in all necessary
things. Of course, it does not necessary mean all farmers have the same capacity to
prepare their land well, they could face some obstacles.] (Roman).
I think it is possible to understand from this participant that Ethiopian parents are
willing to support their children in their education. At the same time, there are some obstacles
as these parents try to support children in their education.
Even though the participants have different levels of supporting their children in their
education, almost all of them have carried within themselves their Ethiopian way of
understanding about parental involvement. For example, in Ethiopia, most of the time, schools
call parents when there is a problem with their children, or if they fight with other students. At
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the same time, there are also educated parents who contact schools to know more about the
performance of their children. Most of the time, Ethiopians support each other through active
cultural participation and also community collaboration. For example, Ethiopians organize
different social and cultural events through the Ethiopian Community Association of Chicago
and also through different Ethiopian restaurants in Chicago. Often, Ethiopian immigrants in
Chicago are supported in the area of faith by the Ethiopian Orthodox Church, Catholic Church,
and Ethiopian Evangelicals. Generally speaking, Ethiopian immigrants in Chicago are also
supported by strong faith-based community.
Bekele, Maru and Markos have played a great role to start the Ethiopian community
association in Chicago. In fact, Bekele still actively participates in the life of the association. For
them, having a community is the way to preserve your culture and also where Ethiopians and
their children see their culture and backgrounds.
ከመጀመሪያው የኢትዮጵያ ኮሚኒቲ በጣም እንደሚያስፈልግ ተረድተን ነበረ፤ ስለሆነም ከተወሰኑ ሰዎች ጋር በመሆን
ይህንን ማህበር ልናቋቁመው ችለናል። ይህ የእኛ ባህልና ማንነት የሚንጸበረቅበት ቦታ ነው፤ ልጆቻችም እርስ
በርሳቸው ልተዋወቁ ይችላሉ።
[From very beginning we understood the importance of Ethiopian community center.
Therefore, with some individuals we decided to found this community. This place is a
place where our culture and identity are reflected, it is also a place where our children
come to know each other.]
Almost all the parents in my study have similar beliefs that the Ethiopian strong parental
background, family value, and close interest in their children have helped many of them to
support their children in their education.
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ኢትዮጵያዊ ባህላችን ልጆቻችንን እንድንረዳ በጣም አግዞናል፤ ለቤተሰብ የምንሰጠው ዋጋና ለልጆቻችን ያለን ፍቅር
ደግሞ ልጆቻችንን በትምህርታቸው እንድንረዳቸው በጣም ረድተውናል።
[Our Ethiopian background has helped us a lot to support our children. The value we
give to our family and the love we have for our children have helped us a lot to support
our children in their education.]
Markos gets his energy and motivation to support his children in education from his
political experience in Ethiopia. There was a military junta which considered those who
opposed it as enemies of the revolution. The country became a totalitarian state in which the
regime controlled education, commerce, banking, and the media. People disappeared or were
jailed, never to be heard from again if they spoke out against the government. For Markos, the
government was so brutal that there was no way for his family to protect him from the military
junta.
እኔ አገሬን ጥዬ የወጣሁት ሰው በላ በነበረው መንግሥት ምክንያት ነው፤ ትንሽ ነገር ካልክ ያው ደርግን
እንደተቃዋምክ ተቆጥረው ትገደላለህ፤ ጊዜውም የቀይ ሽብር ዘመን ነው፤ ደርግ ሁሉንም ነገር ነው የተቆጣጠረው፤
ሰው እንደጉድ ይታሰር ነበረ፣ ይገደልም ነበረ፣ ቤተሰቦችም ልጆቻቸውን ከዚህ ጫካኙ መንግሥት ለማስጣል
አልቻሉም።
[I decided to leave my country because of the military junta; which was a killer.
Whenever you tried to say something, it was perceived as opposing them and you were
eliminated. Moreover, the time was considered as a “red terror period.”5 Many people
were jailed or killed. Even many families could not protect their children from such
brutal government.]

5

A campaign of mass arrests, torture and killings during the brutal military junta in Ethiopia.
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Now Markos finds himself in a free country and wants all his children to be educated
very well. For Markos, the image he used to have about government here and back home is
completely different.
እዚህ በነጻ አገር ስለሆንን ልጆችን በደንብ ማስተማር ይቻላል፤ ወላጆቼ እኔን ለማስተማር እየቻሉ የነበረው ክፉ
ሥርዓት አስቸገራቸው፤ ባይገርምህ በዚህ አገር መንግሥት አንተን ብቻ ሳይሆን መጥፎ ወላጆችንም ልጆቻቸውን
እንዳይጎዱ ይከላከላል።
[Here we are in a free country and we can educate our children. My parents could have
educated me but because of the military junta’s political system they could not.
Surprisingly, in this country, the government does not only protect you but also protects
children from abusive parents.]
According to Bekele, Mulu, Markos, and Yeshi supporting their children in their
education is perceived as starting your education from the very beginning. When they put their
children in kindergarten, they were also supposed to start their support right from there.
ይገርማል! ልጆችን በትምህርታቸው መርዳት ማለት እንደገና ወደ ት/ቤት ሀ ብለህ እንደመጀመር ይቆጠራል፤
ከመዋዕለ ሕጸነት ትጀምርና በአንደኛ ክፍል ስትረዳ፣ በሁለተኛና በሦስተኛ ክፍልም እንዲሁ እና ወዘተርፈ መርዳቱን
ስለምትቀጥል እንደገና ት/ቤት ገባህ ማለት ይቻላል። በነገራችን ላይ ልጆችህን ስትረዳ ከዚሁ ጋር ስለ አሜሪካ
ታሪክም የበለጠ ትማራለህ፤ ያው ልጆችህን ለመርዳት ስትል መጽሐፋቸውን ታነባለህ፤ እንግድህ በእገረ መንገድህ
ተማርክ ማለት ነው።
[It is surprising! Helping children in education means going back to school for the second
time. Since you start to support in kindergarten, 1st grade, 2nd, 3rd grade and so on. This
is like going back to school. By the way, when you help your children in their education,
you also learn more about the US history. In order to help your children you read their
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textbooks and this helps you indirectly to learn or know about the history of this
country.]
Maru has a good relationship with his children’s school. According to him, since he does
not have much to leave aside for his children (as in heritance), he would like to see education as
a gift to his children.
ምን መሰለህ፣ ሀብታሞች ለልጆቻቸው ገንዘብ ያወርሳሉ፤ እኔ ግን እንደሀብታሞቹ ለልጆቼ የማወርሰው ገንዘብ
ስለሌለኝ፣ ትምህርት እንደስጦታ አርጌ አያለሁ፤ በትምህርት እንድበረቱልኝ እገዛ ሁሉ አደርግላችኋለሁ፤ ይህ ደግሞ
ጥሩ ስጦታ ነው ብዬ አምናለሁ።
[You know, rich people put aside money for their children, since I am not rich, I cannot
leave money to my children. Therefore, I see education as my gift to my children and I
try my best to support them in their education. I believe this is a good gift for my
children.]
Lukas, Markos, Roman and Maru mentioned that their children perceive their having an
accent as a lack of knowledge and embarrassing them in front of their teachers and other
students. For example, Lukas puts this way:
ልጆቻችን የእኛን የእንግሊዝኛ አክሴንት እንደ ዕውቀት ማነስ/አለመማር አድርገው ይቆጥሩታል፤ በዚህም ምክንያት
በት/ቤቶቻቸው፣ በመምህራንና በት/ቤት ጎደኞቻቸው ፊት የምናሳፍራቸው ይመስለቸዋል፤ ለዚህም ነው ከተለያየ
የአፍሪካ አገር ተማሪዎች ያሉበት ት/ቤት ልጆቻችንን መላክ የምንመርጠው።
[Our children consider our accent as a lack of knowledge and because of this they
perceive us as those who embarrass them at their school, in front of their teachers and
other students. This is one of the reasons why we prefer to send our children to schools
where there are students from different African countries.]
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Roman says that she has a good relationship with her children’s school. In addition to
this, since she co-owns an Ethiopian restaurant in US, she brings food to teachers and school
staff every year. She has been doing this continuously for many years. She informed me that
the school is grateful for what she has been doing. For Roman, this is the way to let American
teachers know about Ethiopian culture, which is the root of her children.
እኔ ከልጆቼ ት/ቤት ጋር ጥሩ ግንኑኝነት አለኝ፤ ያው ሬስቶራንት ስላለን ደግሞ በዓመት አንዴ ምግብ ወደ ት/ቤቱ
እወስድና እመግባቸዋለሁ፤ ይህ ደግሞ የአሜሪካ ት/ቤቶች የእኛን ባህል እንዲያውቁ ጥሩ ዕድል ይፈጥራል።
[I have a good relationship with my children’s school. Since we own an Ethiopian
restaurant, I bring food and feed the teachers and this is also a good opportunity for
American schools to learn about our Ethiopian culture.]
According to the participants, Ethiopian parents support their children in education in
particular ways. Many of these parents want to empower their children through education
which is available at different levels in the US. These parents were deprived of such freedom
and education by the military junta in Ethiopia. Now, their children are in a free country and
they can be educated freely. Some of these parents also share their hardships and lack of
freedom (which they experienced in Ethiopia) to encourage their children in their education. At
the same time, all parents don’t have the same level of involvement because of different
reasons and their educational background.
Conclusion
The findings reflect the Ethiopian parents’ journey, expectations, life experience in the
US, and their experience as parents in their children`s education. They show how the Ethiopian
immigrant parents left Ethiopia to save their lives because of the military government of the
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time. All of these immigrants completed high school before they left the country. To escape
from the threat of the military junta, some of them had to go to Sudan, Kenya, Djibouti, and still
some others crossed from Kenya to Uganda. Even though their lives were not easy in these
neighboring countries, they were happy that they were alive and they were in those countries
only for a limited time until they were sent to the US through international organizations. A) At
the same time, the impressions many of them had about the US before their arrival and the
reality they experienced are not the same. Reconciling the initial vision and the lived realities
are central to the adaptation and changes that are evident in all of their life stories. Children
are key to these dynamics.
Now all the participants have their own children and they have been sending them to
American schools. They believe that the support for their children is obvious: they support their
children in all the necessary things and also their own values which they bring from within their
culture that they want to pass onto their children. The Ethiopian parents also see supporting
their children in their education as they themselves going back to school. As parents involve
themselves in their children’s education, they found out that this leads, or helps, them to know
more about US history. Even though all the participants support their children in their
education, the level at which they support them differs based on their parental backgrounds
and education.
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Chapter 5. Findings II: Ethiopian Cultural Values and Education

When people migrate to other countries, they come across many new things and
challenges. Many of these things are completely new to them and could become a source of
fear and uncertainty. Moreover, they can face different challenges in the host countrychallenges like language and cultural barriers and also climate. Even though Ethiopian parents
face cultural and language barriers in the US, they find ways to approach components from
their cultural, beliefs and values perspectives. Education and schooling are also some of the
components the participants value the most and define them from their cultural backgrounds
and understandings. Since the way the Ethiopian immigrant parents perceive education and
schooling is important in supporting their children’s education, I present in this section the
following: (1) Ethiopian parents’ concept of education and schooling (2) Good and bad
education (3) Education and job opportunity and (4) Analysis and conclusion
Ethiopian Parents’ Concept of Education and Schooling
Some people use the terms education and schooling interchangeably. For Ethiopian
immigrant parents, education and schooling are not synonymous, but equally important. At the
same time, education in Amharic stands for knowledge, wisdom, skill, experience and
understanding. Whereas, the school in Amharic means “house or building for learning.”
Therefore, for Ethiopian parents, schooling relates to knowledge which is mainly gained from
school in the form of formal education. Education also includes knowledge which could be
gained outside of a classroom. The participants believe that whether education is acquired
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through life experience or schooling, the end result of these two should positively benefit a
society at a given time and place.
Roman perceives education and schooling in a similar way but favors education which is
gained through experience:
ለእኔ በትምህርትና በልምድ ብዙ እዉቀት ማግኘት ይቻላል፤ ነገር ግን በልምድ ብዙ ነገሮችን መማር ይቻላል፤
በእርግጥ ሁለቱም ጠቃሚ ናቸው። ስለሆነም አንዱን ከሌላ ለይቶ ማየት አስቸጋሪ ነገር ነው።
[For me, it is possible to gain knowledge through education and schooling but it is
possible to learn more from education [experience]. In fact, both are useful. Therefore,
it is difficult to observe them separately.]
Maru has a clear cut idea about education and schooling. For him, if a person goes to
school first and educates him/herself, it is possible to gain understanding of the reality around
and use it in a better way. In fact, he says:
እኔ ልጆቼ በመጀመሪያ የቀለም ትምህርት በደንብ እንዲማሩልኝ እፈልጋለሁ፤ ምክንያቱም የመደበኛዉ ትምህርት ልምድንም
በጥሩ ሁኔታ እንዲቀስሙ ያደርጋል ብዬ ስላማምን ነው።
[I want my children to go to school and study well first because formal education [I believe]
would help them to grasp education [experience] in a better way.]
Mulu describes formal education as follows:
ለእኔ ሁሉም ሰው በተቻለው መጠን መደበኛውን ትምህርት መማር አለበት ብዬ አምናለሁ፤ ምክንያቱም ትምህርት
በሕብረተሰብ ውስጥ ኮንፍዴንስ ይሰጣል፤ እንዲሁም ለልጆችህ ጥሩ ምሳሌ መሆን ትችላለህ። በእርግጥ አንዳንድ
ጊዜ እንዳትማር የሚያስገድዱ ነገሮች አሉ።
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[For me, as much as possible, everybody should go to school [It is my belief] because
education gives confidence within a society and it is also possible to give example to
your children [it enables you to give example to your children]. At the same time,
sometimes there are things which hinder or force you not to study [go to school.]
Mulu perceives formal education as something important and useful. At the same time,
she could not go to college in Ethiopia or in the US because of the military government in
Ethiopia and because of her busy schedule and family responsibilities in the US. Therefore, she
does not want to take it for granted that a person can go to college without any problem or
even if a person wants, there are things which could hinder him/her.
Yeshi wants to see the results of education and schooling in a concrete way and in real
life. Therefore, she wants to see from a person who has gone to school (an educated person)
the reflection of his/her education in real life. In fact she says:
እኔ የምለው፤ መቼም ዕውቀት በትምህርትም ይሁን በልምድ ጥሩ ነው፤ ነገር ግን አንዳንዴ ብዙ የተማሩ ሰዎች
የሕይወት ልምድ የላቸውም ወይም በተግባር ይህንን ያህል አያሳዩም፤ በዚህን ጊዜ በልምድ የሚገኝ ዕውቀት ይሻላል
እላለሁ። እኔ መቼም ልጆቼ የሁለቱም ዕውቀት ቢኖራቸው መልካም ነው ብዬ አስባለሁ።
[What I say is [for me], knowledge whether through education or schooling is good
[useful] but sometimes those who are educated more [those with more degrees] lack
life experience or they do not show much [do not act as educated people] in real life. At
such a moment, it makes me say, or think [conclude] an education which is gained from
experience is better. As for me [I think], I want my children to [it would be nice if my
children] have the knowledge of both.]
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All the Ethiopian immigrant parents believe that their children have been achieving very
well in their studies so far and it is their hope that they will continue in the same way to higher
education. Since many of these parents have not gone to a university, they consider the success
of their children in higher education as their own. In fact, Bekele puts as follows:
እኔ ዕድል አግኝቼ በመደበኛው ትምህርት ብዙ ባልገፋበትም [ምስጋና ለደርግ መንግሥት] በልጆቼ በኩል ዩኒቨርሲቲ
እገባለሁ የሚል እምነት አለኝ፤ ምክንያቱም የልጆቼ ድግሪ የእኔም ድግሪ ነውና። ለዚህም ደግሞ ምን ጊዜም ከልጆቼ
ጎን ሆኜ በትምህርታቸው መደገፉን እቀጥላለሁ። በደርግ ምክንያት ያጣሁትን ትምህርት በምንም ዓይነት ሁኔታ
በልጆቼ በኩል ደግሞ ማጣት አልፈልግም። ይህ ከሆነ ደግሞ ሁለት ጊዜ ውድቀት ማለት ነው፤ ኧረ የሰይጣን ጆሮ
አይስማ።
[Even though I have not pursued in formal education further [thanks to the military
junta], I have faith [hope] to join university through my children because my children`s
degree is my degree too. It is because of this I continue to support my children in their
education. The opportunity of education which I lost because of the military junta, by
any means I do not want to miss again through my children. If this happens [my children
do not succeed], it shows failure twice. Oh! Do not let devil’s ear hear [devil should not
hear about the possibility of failure.]
For Lukas, education and schooling are two important things but sometimes you cannot
tell which one is which. In some other cases, you can separate them easily. For example, he
talked about his journeys (to Sudan, life in Sudan, journey to the US and life in the US as
educational, or life experience) but those experiences were learned outside classrooms. As he
took some classes at the college level, the education he gained from his experiences helped him
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considerably. For example, in the process of going through different situations, he learned not
to complain about minor things because of the hardships he went through during his journey.
For Ethiopian parents, even though education and schooling are both important and
useful, sometimes there are things which hinder a person from pursuing in a formal education.
For the Ethiopian parents, education and schooling should help a person in real life. Based on
their cultural backgrounds and values, the participants also categorize education as good and
bad as described in the next section.
Good and Bad Education
For Bekele, Lukas and Yeshi, even though formal education is important for different
reasons, it should also help people to live real life in harmony and also to gain knowledge, to
have good job opportunity and lead a better life. In fact Bekele says:
መቼም የትምህርት ጠቃሚነቱ አጠያየቂ አይደለም፤ ሆኖም ግን ትምህርት የሰዉ ልጅ በሕይወቱ ራሱን በትክክል
እንዲማረበት የሚረዳና የሚያስችል መሆን አለበት።
[Overall, there is no question about the usefulness of education. At the same time,
education should help a person to guide him/herself in a right way in real life.]
Some parents connected the idea of good and bad education with the current situation
in Ethiopia, particularly, federalism- the divisions based on ethnicity. For such parents, the
education which is used to divide Ethiopia is used in a wrong way and those who try to keep the
unity of the country are using their education for a good purpose. Roman states it this way:
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ትምህርት ለአገር የማይጠቅም ከሆነ ምን ፋይዳ አለው? እስቲ በአሁኑ ጊዜ የአገራችንን ሁኔታ እንመልከት፤ እንደዚህ
አገራችንን በዘር የከፋፈሉት አልተማሩም ለማለት አይቻልም፤ ሆኖም ግን የተማሩትን ትምህርት ለበጎ ነገር ከማዋል
አገሪቱን ሊያወድሙዋት ይጠቀሙበታል፤ ልጆቼ የዚህ ዓይነት ትምህርት እንዲኖራቸው አልፈልግም፤ በአንጻሩ
ደግሞ ትምህርታቸውን ለበጎ ነገር እንዲያውሉት እመኛለሁ፤ እፈልጋለሁም።
[If an education does not help a country, what is it used for? Let us see the situation of
our country right now. Those who have divided our country into ethnic based does not
mean that they have never been to school but instead of using their education for
something useful, they are using it [education] to destroy the country. I do not want my
children to have this kind of education. In contrary, I want them [children] to use their
education for something useful and it is also my wish.]
Maru uses fire as a metaphor to explain education by saying:
ለእኔ መቼም እሳት ቢኖር ይሻላል ወይም ባይኖር የሚለው ጥያቄ ቦታ የለውም፤ ይልቁንም መሆን ያለበት፤ እሳቱን
እንዴት እንጠቀምበት የሚለው ነው፤ ትምህርትም ይኑር አይኑር የሚል ሐሳብ ሳይሆን የተማርነውን እንዴት
እንጠቀምበት፤ እንዴት ላለው ሥራ ቢናውለው ይጠቅማል ብለን ራሳችንን መጠየቅ አለብን።
[For me, a debate whether a fire should be there or not is out of question (not the
point). Instead, the question should be how to use the fire. In a similar way, we should
not question whether education should be there or not, but our focus should be on how
to use our education; for what kind of job [purpose] if we use [we should ask ourselves.]
Markos approaches education from a cultural perspective and says:
ጥሩ ትምህርት ባህልህን የበለጠ እንድታውቅና እንድትወድ የሚያደርግ መሆን አለበት፤ በአንጻሩ ደግሞ የተማርከው
ነገር ባህልህን እንዳታውቅ ወይም እንድታፍርበት የሚያደርግ ከሆነ የዚህ ዓይነቱ ትምህርት ምን ዓይነት ትምህርት
ነው? ደርግ እኮ የማይረባ ትምህርት አምጥተው ነው ጉድ ያረገን፤ ባህላችንን አወደመው፤ አምነታችንን አበላሸው፤
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የግልን ሀብት ዘረፈው፤ ሰውን ፈጀው፤ ታዲያ የዚህ ዓይነት እብደት የምን ውጤት ይመስልሃል የገለባ ትምህርት
ውጤት ካልሆነ? የሰው ልጅ የዱር እንስሳ አይደለም ያለ እምነት የሚኖረው።
[A good education should enable you [a person] to know and love his/her culture. In
contrast, if what you have learned does not help you to know your culture better or
makes you embarrassed [about your culture], what kind of education is this? You know!
The military junta brought a useless kind of education and made us a laughing stock? It
destroyed our culture, destroyed our faith, confiscated private property, and massacred
people! If such madness is not the result of a straw [useless] education, what do you
think it is? A human being is not a wild animal you would expect to live without faith.]
For Lukas, a good education should help a person not to be a racist and to go further
and fight all forms of racism. He talked about this based on the negative experiences he went
through when he started a nursing school in a small town in the Midwest. He says:
ዘረኝነት በጣም መጥፎ ነገር ነው፤ እኔ የነርሲንግ ትምህርቴን ያልጨረስኩት በዘረኝነት ምክንያት ነው፤ እኔ
በነበርኩበት ክፍል ሁሉም ነጭ ነበረ፤ የቀለም መልኬን በተመለከተ የማይሆን ነገር እያሉ ስላስቸገሩኝ በትምህርቴ
መቀጠል አልቻልኩም፤ እነዚያ ልጆች ከወላጆቻቸው የተማሩትን መጥፎ ትምህርት ወይም ዘረኝነትን ኮሌጅም
ገብተው ለመተው አልቻሉም። ስለሆነም በልጆቼ ላይ በእኔ የደረሰው እንዳይደርስባቸው እመክራችኋለሁ እንዲሁም
እከታተላለሁ።
[Racism is something very bad. I could not complete my nursing education because of
racism. All but me were white in my classroom. Since they [students] were saying
unnecessary things [using derogatory words] about my skin color and gave me a difficult
time, I could not continue with my studies. Those guys [students] could not leave bad
education [negative things they have learned about racism from their parents or other
people] which they learned from their parents even after joining a college. Therefore, I
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would advise my children to follow [pay attention] so that they do not experience what I
went through.]
For Maru and Yeshi, a good education should help law makers and educators to
understand the cultural backgrounds of different immigrant groups and tolerate some of their
practices. For example, in Ethiopian culture, parents punish (corporal) their children. In the US,
corporal punishment is illegal. Maru puts it as follows:
በዚህ አገር ልጆችን መቅጣት አይቻልም፤ እቀጣለሁ ብትል ራስህን ችግር ውስጥ ትከታለህ፤ እኛ በወላጆቻችን
እየተቀጣን ነው ያደግነው፤ ወላጆቻንም በወላጆቻቸው እየተቀጡ ነው ያደጉት፤ በውስጣችንም ያለው ይህ ሆኖ እያለ
በዚህ አገር ሌላ የቅጣት ዓይነት መማሩ ይጠበቅብናል፤ ይህ ደግሞ ለብዙ ወላጆች ቀላል ነገር አይደለም። በመሰረቱ
ወላጆች ልጆቻቸውን የምቀጡት ጥሩ ሆኖ እንዲያድጉ፤ ጥሩ ተማሪዎች እንዲሆኑና ሰው አክባሪም እንዲሆኑ ነው።
[In this country [the US], you cannot punish [corporally] children. If you try to punish
them, you put yourself in a jeopardy. As we grew up, we were punished by our parents.
Our parents also grew up being punished by their parents. Even though what we have
within ourselves is this one [corporal punishment as a technique], in this country [the
US], we are expected to learn different ways of punishing [disciplining]. This [new way of
disciplining] is also not easy for many parents. Basically, parents punish their children to
help them grow in a better way, to be good students and to be respectful.]
The Ethiopian parents categorize education as good and bad by looking at its result or
achievement based on their cultural backgrounds and values. For them, education should help
a person to guide him/herself in the right way, should help build a peaceful nation rather than
destroying it. It should help to understand one’s culture and be proud of it and should deter a
person from being a racist. Based on their life experiences, the participants think that when
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people migrate to other countries, people of the host country and immigrants do not get the
same job with the same qualifications. This is one of the issues I am going to discuss in the next
section about education and job opportunity.
Education and Job Opportunity
Ethiopian immigrant parents believe that education and job opportunity go hand in
hand. For them, the more you are educated, the better job you could have. At the same time,
they also recognize that in the US, your skin color matters a lot (for better or worse). What
makes the Ethiopian immigrants’ experience unique are the hardships they went through until
they arrived in the US. It is in relation to the hardships they went through that they do not want
to complain about any kind of job they are offered since they consider their survival as a
miracle. In fact Mulu says:
በዚህ አገር ምንም ዓይነት ሥራ ቢትሳራ ያልፍልሃል፤ ድሮ በአገር ቤት ከምታውቃቸው ጓዳኞችህ በተሻለ ሁኔታ በቀላሉ
ትኖራለህ።
[In this country [the US], if you do anything [if you are hired for anything], you can improve
yourself. You can live a better life, a life which is better than your friends [back home] whom
you knew.]
For Markos formal education is related to his personal life and he benefits from his
qualification. According to him, he is able to get his current job [he works in a government
office] because of his education here in the States. Moreover, he talks about his experience of
living with an American [a white] family when he first came to the states. He says:
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ለእኔ ትምህርትን የመሰለ ነገር የለም፤ በመሆኑም እያንዳንዱ ሰው በተቻለው መጠን መደበኛ ትምህርት ቢማር ጥሩ
ነው እላለሁ። በእርግጥ በተለያዩ ምክንያቶች ተጨማሪ ዲግሪ ባለገኝም የመጀመሪያ ዲግሪ አለኝ፤ ለዚህም ነው
የመንግሥት ጥሩ ሥራ አግንቼ የምሰራው። በእርግጥ መጀመሪያ እዚህ አገር እንደመጣሁ ከፈረንጆች ጋር መኖሬም
ባህላቸውን እንዳውቅ ብዙ ረድተውኛል።
[As for me, there is nothing like education. Therefore, as much as possible, I say [it
would be better] if everybody goes for a formal education. Even though it is true that I
could not pursue graduate study because of different reasons, I do have a BA degree. It
is because of this [my degree] that I got a job as a civil servant. In fact, living with an
American family when I first arrived here has greatly helped me to know more about
their culture.]
In contrast to what Markos says, even though Yeshi perceives that higher education is
useful, as an immigrant, she does not believe that she would be hired like Americans Americans who are white and whose mother tongue is English. She states it as follows:
እኔ በከፍተኛ ወይም በዩኒቨርሲቲ ትምህርት አምናለሁ፤ ይሁን እንጂ እንደስደተኛ መቼም ቢማርም ከነጮች እኩል
በትምህርቴ ሥራ አገኛለሁ ወይም ሥራ ይሰጡኛል ብዬ አለምንም፤ በዚህ ላይ ደግሞ ዜጋም ቢትሆን በቋንቋው
ምክንያት ከሌላ አገር እንደሆንክ ያስታውቅብሃል።
[I believe in higher education. At the same time, as an immigrant, even if I am educated,
I do not expect or believe [because of my skin color] that I will get or be offered jobs
based on my qualification which could be the same as whites. In addition to this, even if
you are a citizen, because of the English accent, the reality is that you are from another
country [your accent reveals that you are not from this country.]
Four of the Ethiopian parents would have loved to have gone to universities to support
their children better in education more than having good jobs because of their qualifications.

130

According to these parents, once their children are in high school, they cannot support them
academically because of their lack of higher education. In fact, Maru says:
እኔ ከሁሉም በላይ የምቆጨኝ ለጥሩ ሥራ ብዬ ሳይሆን ለልጆቼ ስል እንኳን ዩኒቨርሲቲ ገብቼ ቢሆን ኖሮ በጣም ደስ
በለኝ ነበረ። ልጆቻችን አንዴ ሁለተኛ ደረጃ ከገቡ በኋላ ከከፍተኛ ትምህርት እጥረት የተነሳ ደፍሬን በትምህርታቸው
አንረዳቸውም።
[I regret more than anything that I have not gone to university for the sake of my
children [to support them academically using my higher education rather than using my
higher education to get a good job]. [That would have made me very happy]. [Since that
is not the case], once our children are in high school, we are not courageous enough to
support them academically because of the lack [our lack] of higher education.]
Some of the Ethiopian immigrants talked about how supporting their family back home
became an obstacle pursuing a college education. For example, some of them had to have two
jobs to support themselves and their families back home in Ethiopia. In fact, Bekele says:
እዚህ አገር እማራለሁ ካልክ ብዙ ዕድል አለ፤ ሆኖም ግን በአገር ቤት ብዙ ያንተን እጅ የሚጠብቅ ዘመድ ሞልተው
እያለ ዝም ብለህ በትምህርትህ መቀጠል አትችልም። ከዚያም ትዳር ይያዛል፤ ልጅ ይወለዳል፤ ትኩረትህ ትምህርት
መሆኑ ቀርተው ስለትዳርህና ልጆች ወደማሳደጉ ይሆናል ማለት ነው። በእርግጥ ያገባና ልጅ የወለደ መማር አይችልም
ማለቴ ሳይሆን በጣም ይከብዳል ለማለት ፈልጌ ነው።
[In this country [the US] if you want to study, there are a lot of opportunities.
Nevertheless back home [in Ethiopia] while many of your relatives wait for your
support, you cannot keep quiet [ignore them] and continue with your study. Then you
get married, then child [you will have a child], now your focus is not on education any
more, instead, taking care of your marriage [your partner] and raising your children. At
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the same time, I do not mean that one who is married and has a child cannot study [go
to college], I just wanted to say [show] that it is very difficult.]
Analysis and Conclusion
Even though education and schooling go hand in hand for Ethiopian immigrant parents,
it is possible to distinguish them in terms of formal and informal education (schooling is a
formal form of education where students are taught in a classroom about subjects based on a
given curriculum). One can also be educated without schooling. Otherwise, it is possible to gain
knowledge from both (education and schooling).
There is an Ethiopian saying: “A lion went to a country where nobody knew about him
and went `baa’ like a sheep.” In other words, a lion roars and when it roars, it is feared by
humans and animals alike but finding itself in unfamiliar country, it goes `baa’ like a sheep; it
becomes submissive. This Ethiopian traditional saying shows the reality of most of immigrants
who leave their country and emigrate to other countries. For example, some immigrants, even
if they had professional jobs in their own countries, once they arrive in a new country, nobody
is going to offer them the same or similar jobs based on their qualifications. Instead, they have
to go through different trainings, or take some classes, or even in some cases, they could be
required to go to university in the host country. This could create frustration and make
immigrants look weak, uneducated and dependent. Moreover, whether immigrants are
educated or not, they will continue to have English accents and this could create challenges for
them as they live within American society.
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Even if Ethiopian immigrants have not heard directly from Americans [whites] that they
will not have opportunities as much as white Americans, there is a fear and frustration that
they (as immigrants) should not claim the same rights as the natives [white Americans]. Many
of the participants understand that education and job opportunities go side by side. In other
words, the more education a person has, the better their chance is to get a good job. At the
same time, what immigrants believe theoretically does not reflect the same perceived reality;
they do recognize that in the US, your skin color matters a lot. Moreover, the hardships that the
immigrants went through before they arrived in the US always make them remain grateful
because they found themselves alive. For this reason, they do not want to complain much or at
all. These immigrants also have the attitudes to compare their lives with their old friends back
home in Ethiopia and feel satisfied that they are in much better positions in the US.
There are also some immigrants who have convinced themselves and accepted that as
immigrants, it is not possible to have jobs based on one’s qualification because of their skin
color. In fact, Rumbaut and Komaie (2010) pointed out that immigrant groups experience gaps
in social, economic, and legal status that are even greater than the gaps between native whites
and blacks (p. 43). Even though all the Ethiopian parents who took part in my study are
American citizens, their accent reveals that they are not originally from this country and “not
being originally from this country”, they feel, continues to have an impact on them within the
American society. In addition to this, if Americans are not able to understand an immigrant
properly (because of his/her accent or English language skill), the blame falls to an immigrant
and not vice-versa.
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Many of the participants believe that children first learn from their parents about many
life skills, including how to raise their children in the future. Unfortunately, for the Ethiopian
parents raising children involves corporal punishment, which is illegal in the US (even though
the participants think that corporal punishment is illegal in the US, it is not illegal in the whole
US (just in some states)). For these parents, it is part of their knowledge and practice which
they learned from their parents and it used to be accepted within Ethiopian society. Once this
technique was taken away from these parents, they found themselves handicapped. They are
required or expected to learn new, American ways to discipline their children. These new ways
also require English language skills and most of the time their children speak better English than
their parents. When parents try to explain to their children these new ways of disciplining,
some parents end up asking their children for the meaning of some words or how to say some
words properly. By the fact that such parents ask their children for help, they look powerless. At
the same time, there are also parents who explain to their children in Amharic about different
things, including discipline. Note again, the degree to which children understand and grasp the
Amharic language is different from family to family.
Ethiopian immigrants are happy that they live in the US. Since they went through
different hardships before they got to the US, they have the tendency not to complain much
about different issues; many of them see their survival as a miracle since many of their friends
were killed in Ethiopia and some others died during their journey and neighboring countries.
Even though many of these parents have not studied at a university, they want their children to
complete graduate school so that parents could consider their children`s success as their own.
For this, they might end up putting more pressure upon their children to pursue their degree. In
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case, their children do not succeed in their graduate studies, many Ethiopian parents would
consider this a second failure. The first failure was when they could not go to college in Ethiopia
or in the US and the second failure could be if they do not succeed through their children; a
failure which they do not expect and do not want to see. The Ethiopian parents also talked
about different issues which are presented in the findings. I am going to present these themes
which emerged from the interviews under different subtitles in the following section.
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Chapter 6. Discussion I: Home and Host Orientations

In chapters four and five we saw the trajectory of life experience relative to the
participants’ migration processes, life experience in the US, and finally, their own educational
experience and their experience as it relates to their children’s education. In chapter six our
focus shifts to the most salient analytical points that emerged from each theme which were
elicited from each participant based on the interview questions. We also heard from the
Ethiopian immigrant parents how their Ethiopian background and upbringing, the hardship life
they went through in Ethiopia because of military junta, their hardship life in neighboring
countries, cultural and language barriers in the US, and how their social environment influenced
their parental involvement in their children’s education. Now in this chapter, I have divided the
themes which emerged from the findings into different categories or subtitles and addressed
them.
Some 215 million people, or three percent of the world’s population, are believed to live
outside their countries of birth (United Nations, 2009). When families are in a new culture, they
cannot totally avoid cultural influences, and the impact of the host culture. That is why being in
the host culture and trying to maintain as much as possible of the old culture, is part of the core
of the adjustments that Ethiopian immigrant parents have to make. Ethiopian immigrants know
that there are some practices from Ethiopia that the American culture will not tolerate. For
example, children’s corporal punishment (it is not illegal in the whole US). It is important for the
Ethiopian immigrants to make the necessary adjustments if they want to connect with
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mainstream population. At the same time, there are also aspects of their own culture that the
Ethiopians could maintain; for example, their language and culture, and Ethiopian food. Most of
the time, transitions are not easy for immigrants in a host country.
Even though many of the Ethiopian immigrant parents had to leave their country of
birth because of political pressure, their migration experience has continued to play great and
significant roles in the life of these parents, their children, and their family members. At the
same time, the experience is not the same for every family. For example, some of the
immigrants had to struggle at the very beginning to find jobs, whereas, some others were
supported by people who knew the culture better. Some of the immigrants were sponsored by
American families and did initially not have to worry about their house rent, food and clothing.
Instead, they were encouraged to go to school.
Life in the US
According to Olsen (1988), immigrants come to the US for one of two reasons: seeking
better economic and educational opportunities for themselves and their families (the pull
factors of the US), or fleeing political turmoil, war and extreme economic hardship in their own
countries (the push factors within their native countries) (p. 18). Ethiopian immigrant parents
came to the US to escape the political turmoil in the country. Even though these immigrant
parents are happy with their life in the US, many of them still have a better recollection about
their departure from Ethiopia. Whenever they find something difficult to deal with from time to
time, they have the tendency to blame the government which forced them to leave the
country. Based on the life and experience of the immigrants, many of them are very happy that
they are still alive. As they enjoy life in the States, they recall their family members, friends and
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relatives who were killed by the military regime. They also occasionally reflect on the journey
they made from Ethiopia to the US and cannot forget the hardships and sufferings they went
through. They also remember their friends who started the journey with them from Ethiopia
but did not survive (those who died on the journey or at neighboring countries).
Many of the Ethiopian immigrant parents found the transitions to the US difficult,
especially in terms of the English language and adapting to the new culture. Once they had
their own jobs, some of them made partying their main focus because they considered their life
in the US as a bonus and could not believe that they were still alive. They also considered
partying as compensating for their lost life and time in neighboring countries. These were some
of the reasons some of the immigrants delayed getting married. Once they got married and
began to have children, they found out that somehow they were somewhat challenged in
raising and dealing with their children because they were raising American kids in an Ethiopian
way.
Ethiopian Immigrants and their Children’s Education
Ethiopian immigrant parents take seriously their children’s education. Since the political
situation in Ethiopia did not allow these parents to pursue in their studies, they want their
children to achieve what they could not do in the area of education. Education is one of the
areas that Ethiopian immigrant parents have transformed and changed their experience of
hardships, sufferings and lack of sufficient higher education into positive and try to see results
through their children. These parents want their children to be respectful to their teachers and
school administrations. Even though there are variations, many of these parents made their
own schedule and expectations for their children to follow in their homes. For example, when
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to watch or not watch TV, making sure their children complete their homework every day,
making sure children know about their Ethiopian cultural and linguistic background, making
sure children go to school buses on time and making sure that children have all the required
materials for school.
Generally speaking, the Ethiopian immigrants perceive raising a child, providing food,
buying clothing, doing their laundry, taking and bringing back children to and from school and
buying them educational materials are considered ways of involving themselves in the
education of their children. Most of the participants are also serious about their Christian faith
(Ethiopian Orthodox) and also want their children to see their Christian faith as the basis of
everything. For this, they try to bring their children to church on Sundays and during feast days.
Expectations and Reality
Most of the time, the expectations of immigrants and the reality they face in a host
country are not the same. According to Lucas (1997), immigration is a transitional experience
that poses difficulties and also offers possibilities (p. 13). Whether immigrants are documented
or not, whether they have chosen to immigrate to the US or have been forced to do so by
circumstances in their native countries, whether or not they have left family members behind,
their lives will not remain the same. Yeshi, for example, talks about her experience of cultural
shock as she left the more familiar things behind in Ethiopia and began to develop a new
identity that integrates her previous life with her new one in the States. When she first arrived,
she did not meet many people from her country of origin and this made life more difficult for
her.
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Even though many of the Ethiopian immigrant parents in my study do not come from an
elite background, some of them had parents who were capable of sending them to colleges. For
example, Scott and Getahun (2013, p. 25), say that, the very fact those with more formal
education in Ethiopia could justifiably feel that non-manual, white-collar work was a given. The
royalty and the rich, with as little education as elementary, junior high, and high school
diplomas felt they had something akin to a “divine right” to non-manual, white-collar jobs.
Many of the participants in my study hoped to get jobs as soon as they arrived in the US based
on the high school qualifications they had. During the time when the immigrants left Ethiopia, it
was possible to get professional jobs at the level of high school qualification; completing high
school constituted “elite” in those days. When they arrived in the US, they found out it was not
the case for most immigrants to get professional jobs with a high school educational level in the
US.
Six of the Ethiopian immigrant parents came to the US to escape from persecutions,
suffering and death. This reality made the immigrants have low expectations at the very
beginning. Some of these Ethiopian participants witnessed the killings of their family members
in Ethiopia, the death of their friends on the way to neighboring countries, and the death of
some of their friends while living as refugees in neighboring countries. Therefore, for these
participants, to have found themselves alive was something beyond expectations.
The priority of many of the participants is to escape death and threats as mentioned
before. At the same time, once they were sure of their being alive, they wanted to see the
America they used to see on the television screens. For example, many of the immigrants did
not know that the international version of the CNN is different from the locally aired version of
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the CNN. Moreover, they used to perceive the US as Times Square and Hollywood everywhere.
In contrary, here they see other images on CNN.
There are a lot of people who live outside their country of birth as immigrants.
Ethiopian immigrant parents are examples of this. These parents had to leave Ethiopia because
of political unrest, persecution, suffering and death. Even though immigrants always have their
own expectations about the country they move into, the Ethiopian immigrant parents did not
have many expectations because of their reality; escaping death and to survive were their main
impetus. Once they were sure about their survival, their expectations grew. They also slowly
found out that their expectations and reality they experienced did not match the reality in the
US.
Ethiopian immigrant parents are happy that they were able to escape from the
persecution of the military government of Ethiopia. At the same time, the journey they made
from Ethiopia to neighboring countries and to the US had not been easy. After arriving in the
US, they also had to face different challenges; especially in terms of the English language and
culture. They had to also learn that in the US, they are simply labeled as immigrants, Africans
and blacks. These Ethiopian parents always saw themselves as people who had never been
colonized but the perception in the US is different. This has also been difficult for these parents
to deal with; especially at the beginning. Freedom is one of the values which they have found so
fascinating in the US and also having their own jobs and supporting their family members back
home in Ethiopia is also what some of these parents talked about as something they have
achieved here in the States.
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Race and Racism
Racism is an ideological construct that assigns a certain race and/or ethnic groups to a
position of power over others on the basis of physical and cultural attributes (IOM, 2004).
Racism can be defined as a doctrine of or belief in racial superiority. This includes the belief that
race determines intelligence, cultural characteristics and moral attitudes. Racism includes both
racial prejudice and racial discrimination (IOM, 2004), which can be individual or structural.
Lawrence and Keleher (2004), explain individual and structural racism as follows:
Individual racism or internalized racism lies within individuals. These are private
manifestations of racism that reside inside the individual and structural racism in the US
is the normalization and legitimization of an array of dynamics – historical, cultural,
institutional and interpersonal – that routinely advantage whites while producing
cumulative and chronic adverse outcomes for people of color. It is a system of hierarchy
and inequity, primarily characterized by white supremacy – the preferential treatment,
privilege and power for white people at the expense of Black, Latino, Asian, Pacific
Islander, Native American, Arab and other racially oppressed people. (p. 1).
Race and ethnicity have a profound impact on the lives of people in the US. According to Lucas
(1997), typically, non-Europeans face discrimination in the US, with different groups bearing the
brunt of racism in different ways. Immigrants of African heritage (including Haitians) suffer the
double prejudice that results from their dual status as immigrants and as people with darker
skin (p. 6). In fact, Ethiopian immigrant parents had to learn and live with the idea that in the
US, they are also Africans, blacks and immigrants as the rest of people from African origin.
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Other studies have noted that there have been times when Ethiopian immigrants have
experienced racism in different parts of United States.
Ethiopian parents learned over time that schools with predominantly black
student populations and schools with predominantly white student populations
differed academically and culturally. This is an example of a reflection of
structural racism. Ethiopian parents who sent their children first to a school with
a predominantly black student body and then changed their children to a school
with a predominantly white student body, or vice versa, found the differences
confusing, frustrating, and challenging. Sending their children to a white school
was not automatically better for Ethiopians. The teachers and administrators of
the white schools routinely used harsher punishments when correcting black
children. (Scott & Getahun, 2013, p. 52.)
Even though the majority of the Ethiopian immigrant parents I interviewed have not
experienced racism in an exaggerated way, they expressed that they have experienced
something related to being different culturally. For example, Roman talked about how her
children felt embarrassed when she went to school dressing in her Ethiopian traditional dress.
Although this is not race-based, it is an experience of being treated differently based on
appearance. Based on the comments of some of their classmates, her children asked her to
dress up like “an American” whenever she comes to school next time. For the benefit of her
children, Roman has not worn traditional dress to go to school since then. This does not mean
that Ethiopians are new to racism or they come from a country where there is no
discrimination. In Ethiopia, discrimination is primarily based on the ethnic group with which one
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identifies. The general principle is: if you belong to a majority ethnic group, it is considered
better because they have more power and resources. There is also discrimination based on the
religion one follows or belongs to. In general, belonging to an Ethiopian Orthodox Church has
been considered to be true Ethiopian. This church had been considered the national church for
centuries. This situation is changing slowly. In Ethiopia, there are certain jobs that people from
a majority ethnic group would not do, instead they expect individuals from a minority group to
do them. This is similar with what Ogbu (1983) presented about class-based racism and
immigrant minorities. In fact he says:
Immigrant minorities are people who have moved more or less voluntarily to their host
society. They may initially occupy the lowest rung of the occupational ladder, lack
political power, and possess low prestige. However, this objective structural position
does not reflect their entire status in the social hierarchy because subjectively
immigrants may not think of their position the same way as their hosts do. Immigrants
may not, in fact, understand the invidious definitions the dominant group attaches to
their menial positions. And if they do, they may deliberately reject them because they
are strangers who are not a part of the local status system. Furthermore, immigrants
may even consider their menial positions better than what they had prior to emigration.
(p. 169.)
Ogbu (1983) further argues that both autonomous (i.e, the Amish) and castelike
minorities (i.e, African Americans, Mexican-Americans,) according to Ogbu look to affluent
members of the dominant group, but for immigrants the reference group is their own peers
back in their “homeland” or in the immigrant neighborhoods (p. 170). In fact, such attitudes
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have been reflected by the majority of the Ethiopian immigrant parents I interviewed. For
example, even though after their arrival in the US, their identity is defined by Americans based
on the existing racial and class identifications (that they are simply immigrants and blacks, as
will be seen in the next section), they have an orientation that compare themselves with their
old friends and neighborhoods back home in Ethiopia.
Even though being black is the basis of the discrimination in the US, I think one of the
reasons the Ethiopian immigrants did not face much racism because they live in an ethnic
enclave, which limits exposure to outside experiences of racism. Moreover, all my interviewees
but one belonged to the Ethiopian Orthodox Church (i.e, it is likely they would be treated with
more suspicion if they were Muslim or Sikh because of their visibility and difference). The
remaining one is “bête Esrael” (an Ethiopian Jew, even though she is proud of her Jewish
identity, she has not been integrated to the local Jewish community). In the US, the kind of
religion one follows is perceived differently by American society. For example, the study by
Shandy and Fennelly (2006) indicated two different results for Christian immigrants from South
Sudan and for Muslim immigrants from Somalia. According to the study, for refugees from
South Sudan, the US represents respite from religious persecution and the freedom to practice
their religion. Sponsorship by Christian churches offers the South Sudanese an important
opportunity for integration into local communities. In contrast, for Somalis, life in a
predominantly Christian community restricts their freedom to practice Islam or to educate their
children in a religiously prescribed manner (p. 23).
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The Change of Identity, Reality and Roles
Ethiopia is one of a few countries which has never been colonized. This gives Ethiopians
a special pride; they see themselves as different and superior to other cultural groups because
of their non-colonial history. For example, Mulu, Yeshi and Haile did not directly refer to
themselves as Africans or identify themselves with African-Americans. Even though they
believed that they are Ethiopians and a people who remained free without being colonized,
they had to face the reality of being redefined in terms of their personal identity based on the
color of their skin and labeled as blacks and Africans in the US context. This kind of situation has
made them begin to see themselves as Africans and blacks which they had never considered
when they were in Ethiopia or even as they moved to the US. Many of the participants thought
that Americans knew about Ethiopians’ background (that they were not colonized) and would
be treated differently. In reality, they are simply perceived as Africans, blacks and immigrants.
In fact, Alvarez (1999) indicated that an immigrant’s cultural identity is challenged by frequently
used labels such as minority, aliens, and immigrants (p.3).
Generally speaking, in Ethiopian culture, men do not cook, wash or clean house, raise
children or buy materials that are related to cooking. These are carried out almost exclusively
by women. Instead, men are considered the bread winners. Ethiopian immigrant parents
(almost all men) had to struggle to adapt themselves to the reality of change of roles in the
family and embrace them. In contrary, there were also some immigrant women (participants)
who would not want to see their husbands to cook. Such women had the tendency to stress
their Ethiopian cultural values and wanted to remain faithful to them.
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In terms of social integration and barriers, how one is included or not, impacts one’s
identity, both from one’s own perception of self, and in the eyes of others. This could become
part of a broader argument that when newcomers are not allowed to integrate (being seen as
African, black, immigrant is a dynamic that limits/restricts integration into the mostly white
population of the US, however) this impacts and shapes ways in which parents make sense of
schooling for their children and how they interact with schools.
When racism or cultural bias or language barriers create distance, families would
understandably have a difficult challenge in deciding how “American” they want their children
to be (in light of US culture not being fully accepting), and so their ways of engaging school, or
supplementing the “educational” experiences of children (i.e., making sure they maintain their
Ethiopian culture (language)), becomes seen in that broader context. So, the simplistic “parent
involvement” discourse in US education policy becomes problematic because it does not take
into account the lived experiences of families, their identities, and how identities are shaped by
inclusion/exclusion experiences in US society.
Language and Cultural Norms
A comparison study by Shandy and Fennelly (2006) focused on the integration
experiences of African immigrant populations in the US. Their research shows the animosity
which is directed at immigrants who are not fluent in English even when the kind of jobs some
immigrants apply for do not require high levels of English proficiency. They also indicate that
the lack of English skills constitutes a formidable barrier to other forms of societal
incorporation, such as social acceptance, finding housing, getting a driver’s license, being able
to get local news by reading newspapers, and making friends. In their research, a Somali
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woman says, “We don’t speak the same language, we do not chat, we have nothing to do with
one another, what is there to speak about if we cannot understand each other? (P. 16).”
Another added: We cover [our bodies] while their women do not. They socialize by drinking
alcohol at parties, while we go to the mosque and worship Allah (God). They celebrate
Christmas, Memorial Day and other holidays, which we do not (p. 16). Unlike Somali
immigrants, the Ethiopian immigrants have not had or experienced such animosity because
they are not as “different” as the Somali’s, relative to US cultural norms.
Many of the Ethiopian immigrant parents could not communicate adequately in English
when they first came to the US. For example, Lukas, Bekele, Yeshi and Mulu talked about their
experience in the area of language that whenever they wanted to communicate, they found
themselves somewhat challenged. Moreover, they explained that because of the lack of English
proficiency, they found themselves more listening and less talking and also using more
gestures. The above-mentioned participants were also misunderstood at the beginning of their
time in the US. According to these immigrants, they were misunderstood mainly for two
reasons: 1) their English proficiency was not sufficient, and 2) their accent hindered them from
being fully understood. Some of the participants also explained how their children are ashamed
of them at school because of their poor English language skills. Those children did not want to
be seen by their classmates and friends that their parents are not able to communicate
properly in English. Some of the participants had to be assisted by their children with English.
For example, when some agencies or companies called their homes to advertise their products,
parents wanted their children to respond to them. Unfortunately, such lack of communication
in the dominant language also influences how these parents deal with American schools. The
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Ethiopian parents did not anticipate the problems of language, culture and other social issues,
especially to the point of creating misunderstanding with Americans. For example, when
parents speak little or no English, the children often become the mediators between their
parents and the English-speaking world. Some parents talked how they need the support of
their children for something which they don’t understand within American culture and this in
turn, changes a traditional way of immigrant families’ roles. Moreover, in Ethiopia, men are not
supposed to cook food but in the US, they are expected to cook, or should cook. In Ethiopia,
parents are supposed to teach everything (especially things related to their culture). In the US,
in some cases children understand better than their parents about US culture and are able to
communicate effectively with full understanding and without an accent.
Language and cultural barriers are some of the challenges immigrants face in the US.
Many of the Ethiopian parents found it difficult to understand and to be understood in their
early years in the US. In some cases, looking for employment was not easy for some of the
parents and filling out required forms was also not easy. There were times when their children
did not want their parents at school because of their inadequate, for example, children did not
want to be embarrassed in front of their classmates, friends and teachers. At the same time,
their children also came to their rescue when some parents did not understand some words or
phrases on the phone. As immigrants, Ethiopian parents are forced to learn and do things
which are not practiced in their culture. For example, in Ethiopian culture, children do not have
a voice in making decisions for themselves. Instead, they are supposed to listen to what parents
say and do and act accordingly, but being in another culture (US) these parents allow
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themselves to receive input and help from their children. Some of the immigrant parents see
this as frustrating and confusing based on the cultural values of the host country.
Some of the Ethiopian parents’ children perceive having an accent with a lack of
education, as do some Americans. At the same time, there are parents who would take time to
explain to their children that having an accent has nothing to do with the lack of education;
instead, it is simply being bilingual and bicultural. In fact, some of such children were able to
witness the usefulness of being bilingual whenever their parents took them to Ethiopian
community events, or celebrations, or when they took their children back to Ethiopia for
vacation. There are also times these parents have to struggle within themselves in supporting
their children to become bilingual and bicultural. Even though speaking more than one
language, theoretically, is better, how much should their children speak the language of their
parents? As parents, they want their children to compete in any area within American society. If
they have accents because of their first language, will this hinder them from competing for
decent jobs? Such are some of the struggles some parents have been having.
Language and cultural barriers have created the shifting of social relations within the
Ethiopian immigrant families. For example, in Ethiopia, parents are the ones who are supposed
to teach some cultural words and phrases to their children. In the US however, in some cases,
children are the ones who tell their parents the meaning of some words and phrases in English.
At the same time, the Ethiopian immigrant parents understand that the very fact that they are
so well grounded in Ethiopian culture and languages means they could be a valuable instrument
in educating their own children about their heritage. It is hard to also become a learner,
dependent on those who you are supposed to lead.
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Conclusion
The Ethiopian immigrant parents left Ethiopia because of the brutal regime which came
to power in 1974, the regime which was known for its brutality. In fact, the regime arrested,
tortured or killed some of the family members and friends of these immigrants. The Ethiopian
parents had to escape to neighboring countries and live for a number of years before they came
to the US. Even though once they arrived in the US, they felt more secured. The reality they
experienced and what they heard about the US did equate. Moreover, they had to go through
cultural and language barriers in the US, which made the transitions more difficult for them.
Since many of them came to the US to escape the military government, they thought they
would go back to their country after the government was overthrown. Since the military junta
government remained in power until 1991, by the time the government was removed, many of
them were married and began to have children. After having children, they permanently
abandoned the idea of going back to Ethiopia.
Since the participants could not pursue their education in Ethiopia because of the
political turmoil, they wanted their children to achieve academically, including higher
education. For this, they shared with their children the kinds of hardships they went through in
Ethiopia, the neighboring countries and then finally came to the US. They also told their
children how they had to face cultural and language barriers, the change of identity and roles
and racism once they began to live in the US. Nevertheless, unlike some of their friends, they
have survived. They share such stories with their children to encourage them to study hard and
succeed. At the same time, there were also times when these parents had to face challenges
from their children based on their English accent. The Ethiopian immigrant parents talked how
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their children perceive having an accent with a lack of education. On such occasions, there were
parents who took time to explain to their children that having an accent does not show the lack
of education; instead, it is simply a characteristic of being a bilingual and bi-cultural. Whenever
the participants took their children to the ECAC for different occasions and to Ethiopia for
vacation, their children were able to witness the importance of being bilingual and bi-cultural.
Therefore, the Ethiopian parents value their cultural values and beliefs very much. This is one of
the reasons the participants redefine the concept of parental involvement as we see in the
following section.
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Chapter 7. Discussion II: Ethiopian Parents’ Redefinitions of Parental Involvement
The participants in my study talked about a variety of forms of parent involvement in their
children’s educational development. The main reasons these parents attribute the existence of
such different types of parental involvement are their Ethiopian cultural values and beliefs
which are deep-rooted in their culture. The parental involvement types the Ethiopian parents
talked about are viable using their Ethiopian backgrounds and life experience, their educational
and religious backgrounds. These Ethiopian parents talked about parental involvement as
raising children, religious educations and teaching about their cultural heritage. They also saw
benefits for themselves, by means of educating themselves through their children enabling a
second chance.
Supporting Children’s Education
Even though the way and degree Ethiopian parents plan for their children at home are
different, many of the participants had schedules to be followed by their children, for example,
when to do their homework, to study, to watch TV and to have free time.
Supporting children’s education for these parents is also meant to make themselves
available for the concerns of their children. For example, if they are called to school, they are
always ready to go; if their children complain about anything concerning their teachers or
school, they are always ready to go. Parents also make sure that taking their children to school
buses on time or when the weather is not good. When their children leave school, parents are
there on time or meet them on time where school buses stop. The Ethiopian parents also
consider creating a better environment for their children at home to do their homework and
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study, as part of supporting their children the education process and this in turn, is considered
indirect parental involvement.
For the participants, ensuring their children to do their homework, study, not watch TV
every day, have enough sleep, get up on time in the morning, have breakfast and go to school
on time are considered part of the involvement. In addition to these, whenever they were
called to school, they always went to school to inquire about their children. At the same time,
the level of engaging oneself in dialogue differs based on the level of their experience in the US
and their educational background. The participants would also remind their children
continuously about the hardships they went through before they came to today’s level (their
current life) to encourage their children in education. In other words, they remind their children
that they are in the country where there is the availability of educational materials and that
there is no excuse for their children not to pursue in their education. In addition to this, parents
continuously teach and remind their children to be respectful to their teachers and also to
listen attentively to them. Parents consider such actions as involving themselves in their
children’s education indirectly.
Parental Roles
Raising Children
Almost all the participants talked about raising their children as something important
and to which they give priority. In some cases, raising children involves moving to a safe
neighborhood to be sure about the safety of their children. For this, some of the participants
contacted Ethiopian parents who had the experience of Chicago’s neighborhoods.
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Many of the participants did not only talk about the importance of taking care of the
basic needs of their children but also talked about keeping their children safe as part of raising
them. Keeping safe for these participants is mainly focused on identifying the kinds of friends
their children are supposed or not supposed to have. They believe that bad friends could spoil
the opportunity and development of their children. Many of these parents are afraid that their
children might be influenced by some children who have been using drugs. Therefore, they feel
that it is their duty to protect their children from falling into such habits. According to their
understanding, the best solution is not to allow their children get any opportunity to interact
with children/students who use drugs.
Faith/Christianity
Most of the participants referred to religion in general, and Christianity specifically as
extremely important in their lives. In fact, Christianity plays a primary role in all aspects of their
daily lives. In addition to teaching their children about morals, these parents believe that
Christianity should play a major role in their children’s education. To do this, many of the
parents sent their children to Catholic schools; Catholic schools do not teach Catholic dogma at
schools but basic common Christian faith based on the Bible, it should not be a problem for all
kinds of Christian denominations, especially for elementary grades. If their children are taught
about the Christian faith in elementary schools, they believe that faith becomes part of their life
and that faith-based Catholic schools can reinforce and strengthen the faith they have been
teaching or telling their children about at home. An Ethiopian Jew participant sent her children
to a public school for elementary grades.
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These parents informed me that they chose Catholic schools for quality of education
and for Bible class. Many of the Ethiopian parents believe that if their children are taught the
Bible in English by their teachers, they can understand it better. Some of the parents are afraid
that they cannot explain the Bible to their children in English. Even though they explain their
religious beliefs to their children in Amharic, they are not sure how much their children
understand some points of the Bible. In addition to these, whenever these parents take their
children to church (Ethiopian Orthodox Church), all services are in Amharic. Also, some of these
parents went to Catholic schools for elementary and secondary grades in Ethiopia and they
know that it is not something common for the Ethiopian Orthodox Church to run schools as
Catholics do. Instead, the Orthodox Church focuses on religious education (to prepare future
priests for their church). (See education in Ethiopia). Whereas, the Catholic Church runs both
schools and seminaries.
Teaching and Maintaining the Ethiopian Culture
Parents referred to their Ethiopian culture as something important that should be the
basis for the identity of their children. They believe that their children should never have an
identity crisis. To do this, they educate their children about their Ethiopian heritage, especially,
the importance of respecting the elderly. They also take them to Ethiopian social events. They
believe that such socialization and interaction help their children to meet other children from
Ethiopian backgrounds. Moreover, they try to take their children to an Ethiopian Orthodox
Church from time to time, if not every week. The parents recognize that their children are
Americans culturally and live in the US. As parents, they want their children to become
successful in the US based on their abilities to know US culture, and to be part of it. Many of
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these parents informed me that they had to struggle to educate their children about American
culture. In reality, the children are the ones explaining American culture to their parents. Some
parents believe that children play the roles of parents when they explain to their parents
different issues concerning the US. Many of the participants are happy with their children doing
the teaching, but for a few of them, it becomes a frustration.
Some of the participants reported that the Ethiopian Community Association of Chicago
and different Ethiopian events or social gatherings have helped their children to experience
how Ethiopian children interact respectfully or, are expected to interact, with the elderly. After
going back to their homes from the Ethiopian Community Association Center and different
Ethiopian events, parents reminded their children to do the same at their schools, to respect
their teachers and school administrators. Participants also considered such efforts by parents as
part of indirect involvement to help their children in their education. In other words, parents
believe that if their children learn how to listen to the elderly, which includes their teachers,
they are supposed to listen to them attentively and respectfully, these in turn, helps their
children to understand the subject matter in a better way. The participants believe that a
student who listens to his/her teacher performs better and this is the kind of indirect
involvement some of the parents talked about. Some parents also mentioned that the
Ethiopian Community Association Center offered a tutoring program when parents need extra
help for their children’s homework. According to some participants, there were also times
where students – the participants’ children – helped each other.
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School-Related Activities
There are some Ethiopian parents who have made connections with their children’s
school as a way of involving themselves in their children’s education. For example, Roman owns
an Ethiopian restaurant and she has made commitment to bring Ethiopian traditional food to
teachers and school administrations every year where her children go to school. In doing so,
she wants Americans to know about her children’s culture and also to know that her children
come from that kind of backgrounds. According to Roman, it is also a way to remind and warn
her children that if they do not behave according to the expectations of their school, she has
the means of finding out what they are not doing right.
There are also some parents who take their children to the ECAC for a tutoring program.
In doing so, they want their children to get academic support which is offered by the center and
also it is a good opportunity for children themselves to help each other. In addition to this, it is
also the way to re-enforce their Ethiopian language and culture. For example, when children
meet each other at ECAC, they can find out who speaks Amharic better than others and also
who is better as far as respecting the elderly. These again go back to indirect school
involvement. When a child knows his/her background, he/she can be confident within an
American society and also be aware of the kind of concrete society (Ethiopian) whose identity
and dignity the children are supposed to reflect.
Separate Roles of Teachers and Parents
Most of the Ethiopian immigrant parents see their roles and that of teachers as
something separate but they are related. In other words, for these participants, parental
involvement is taking care of their children’s basic needs and also create a better environment
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for them at home to do their homework and study. Some researchers define parent
involvement by the locations where involvement activities take place, differentiating among
home-based involvement, school-based involvement and home-school communication
(Barnard, 2004). Most of the participants in my study perceive raising a child as properly
addressing his/her emotional, psychological and material needs so that they are able to benefit
from their school experience. Similarly, Smrekar and Cohen-Voge (2001) found that parents
believed that school should provide the academic education and parents should provide the
moral education for their children. Further, Ethiopian parents can exhibit parental involvement
at home through activities such as nurturing their children and also instilling cultural values, and
talking with them.
The participants also have designed schedules to be followed at home so that their
children would be helped by them. For example, not to watch TV every day, to have enough
sleep, get up on time in the morning, have breakfast and go to school on time, to teach
(morals), to teach them their Ethiopian culture and language, to take them to ECAC for a
touring program and to be sure that they interact with children whose parents have an
Ethiopian background. In doing so, they believe that they help them to know their Ethiopian
identity and be proud of it. In turn, these parents believe that knowing their back ground helps
them to be confident in what they do, including in school performance. According to Bower and
Griffin (2011), even though schools use models to implement parental involvement strategies,
schools continue to struggle with “wanting to increase” parental involvement with students of
color and students of low socioeconomic statuses (p. 77). This is also true with Ethiopian
immigrant families as they struggle with the issues of language and cultural barriers. For
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example, traditional definitions of parental involvement make demands on parents to help
facilitate the success of the school, while reciprocal demands are not made of the school to
ensure the success of their families (Bower & Griffin, 2011, p. 78). Therefore, schools may need
to redefine parental involvement and develop broader frameworks that can make involvement
more inclusive for immigrant families and families of color, and more mutually meaningful and
beneficial.
Ethiopian parents take for granted that it is the role of teachers to educate children in
the area of academics. At the same time, decades of research point to the numerous benefits of
parent involvement in education for not only students but also for the parents involved, the
school and the wider community (Barnard, 2004). Research has found that parent involvement
is related to a host of student achievement indicators, including grades, attendance, attitudes,
expectations, homework completion, and state test results, although some argue that the
causal relationships are not clear (Astone & McLanahan, 1991). Moreover, parent involvement
is thought to account for other academic outcomes such as lower dropout rates (Rumberger,
1995), greater retensions and fewer special education placements (Miedel & Reynolds, 1999).
A dominant theme in the parent involvement literature is the lack of common
understanding between school staff and parents about parent involvement. Parents
consistently report higher levels of involvement compared to teachers` reports, presumably
due to different conceptions of what constitutes involvement (Barnard, 2004). In one study,
parents describe involvement as keeping their children safe and getting them to school on time
while teachers expect parents to be present at the school also. While both teachers and parents
felt that involvement was important, the lack of consensus around what constitutes parent
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involvement has caused teachers to blame parents who then feel unappreciated (Lawson,
2003).
For the Ethiopian parents, language and cultural barriers also play great roles in leaving
all the activities which take place at schools to teachers. This is similar with what Sohn and
Wang (2006) presented about immigrant parents’ involvement in American Schools. According
to them, one of the participants in their study says, “I don’t know educational terms in English.
For example, I did not know these English words like “curriculum,” “substitute teacher,” “timeout,” and so on. So when I have to use these kinds of educational terms, I feel stuck.” (p. 128).
Moreover, the participants feel they are interfering in teachers work if they should go to their
children’s school on regular basis.
Parental Benefit from Their Children’s Education
Some parents talked about how beneficial it is to support their children’s education. For
example, as immigrants there are many aspects of the US that they have not understood fully.
These parents expressed how they began to know about different aspects of the US and also
how they plan to find ways to be proud of their children’s success in education and also how
they are going to consider as their own degrees or successes. I am going to explain both ideas in
depth in the following section.
Educating Themselves Through Their Children’s Education
Most of the participants believe that helping their children is similar to going back to
school themselves. As these parents help their children in education, they also educate
themselves about American culture, history and how schools work here, etc. Although they are
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not actually going back to school themselves, because their children are going through formal
education, it is like they are as well. For example, all the parents have completed high school in
Ethiopia. Some of them have also taken some courses in college, or did some training in the US.
Once they began to send their own children to school, they begin to support them beginning in
kindergarten, first grade, and so on. For the second child and the third child, they have to start
all over again. These parents call this process as “going back to school.” Of course, they are
talking about psychological and emotional situations and not something physical, because they
are not actually in school. This is how the participants try to help their children from the very
beginning of their children’s education as they move forward from kindergarten to the first
grade then to the next.
Parents’ Missed Higher Education Opportunity
Most of the parents (all but one) do not have a bachelor’s degree. Some of them had
just taken some college courses and some others only some training beyond high school. When
they arrived in the US, they thought they could go to colleges easily but that was not the case.
Once they began working, many of them found out that they had to support their family back
home in Ethiopia in addition to themselves in the US leaving no time to enhance their own
education.
Many of these parents believe that they have missed the opportunity of pursuing their
own higher education and now want to bridge the gap through their children. Therefore, to
fulfill their own dreams of higher education, they want to see their children succeed. If their
children do not succeed and do their degrees at the university, they see themselves as failing
twice. This is one of the reasons the participants in my study believe that supporting their
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children in education helps them succeed in their own education. In fact, Roman uses a
metaphor to explain the importance of parental involvement by saying:
“Sending your son to school and sowing a grain in a field is the same. You don`t simply
throw a grain into a field, you need to prepare the land. Only after preparing the land
properly you sow a seed. Then you take care of your field from time to time. In a similar
way, you do not only send your son to school but you support him in all necessary
things. Of course, it doesn’t necessarily mean all farmers have the same capacity to
prepare their land well, they could face some obstacles.”
I think Roman’s metaphor shows how the level of parental involvement could help or
hinder their children’s educational pursuit.
In contrast, some of the Ethiopian parents respectfully perceive involvement in their
children’s education as interfering with the teaching profession. They believe teachers know
best with regards to their area of study and choose to stay removed from their children’s school
experience. Unfortunately, based on the notion that parent and family involvement in schools
can have a positive influence on students’ achievement, the Ethiopian parents’ parental
approaches might be seen as they are uninterested in helping children’s education. Parents’
beliefs about various issues can act as barriers to effective parental involvement only when
educational expectations are defined by others.
An example of these barriers was expressed by the participant Roman. She believes in
the importance and the benefits of participating actively in her children’s schooling but as an
immigrant, she finds herself somewhat challenged in the areas of culture and language. Much
of the support the Ethiopian families (the participants) offer to their children is home-based.

163

Much research would support both kinds of involvement (home and school). In fact, Clark
(1983), in his research on high achieving students from low-income black families, found that
what distinguished the parents of these students from others at the school was that they
believed they should be involved in their children’s education, by both supporting their learning
at home and interacting constructively with schools. Clark found that parents of high achieving
students had a greater belief than the other parents that they could effectively help their
children to do better at school. The way some parents believe in their ability to help their
children succeed at school is also crucial to parental involvement.
Conclusion
The Ethiopian immigrant parents redefine parental involvement in different ways from
what is known and practiced by American schools. The kinds of parental involvements the
Ethiopian parents believe in are based on their Ethiopian backgrounds and they are also
achievable using their life experiences, educational and religious backgrounds. These involve
raising children, faith/Christianity, teaching and maintaining Ethiopian culture and others. For
many of the participants, raising children includes moving to a safe neighborhood to ensure the
safety of their children, prepare schedules to be followed at home by their children, to be sure
that children understand and practice Christianity and know their Ethiopian heritage and be
proud of it and providing them with transportation to school buses on time or when the
weather is not good.
The Ethiopian immigrant parents consider supporting their children in their education as
“going back to school.” It does not mean parents are going back to school physically but their
children are going through formal education, and it is like they are as well. In other words, they
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were supposed to help them from kindergarten, first grade, and so on. For the second child and
the third child, they have to start all over again. The participants call this process as “going back
to school.” The Ethiopian parents also found out that as they support their children in
education, they also educate themselves about American culture and history. Since all the
parents but one have not pursued higher education in Ethiopia or in the US, they want their
children to go to graduate level not only for themselves but also to help their parents bridge
their gap to higher education. In doing so, they want to see the success of their children as their
own (the degrees of their children as their own degrees). Otherwise, if their children do not
succeed, they consider it as the second failure. The first failure was when they were not able to
go to higher education in Ethiopia or the US and the second failure would be when their
children do not succeed in their higher education. When family, school and community work
together for the benefit of children, many spheres of influence would overlap and vice versa as
we see in the following chapters.
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Chapter 8. Spheres of Influence and Ecological Systems

In this chapter I will analyze the findings which are presented earlier by reviewing the
broader contextual using Joyce Epstein’s (2001) theory of overlapping spheres of influence and
Urie Bronfenbrenner’s (1989) ecological systems theory (EST). For Epstein (2001), the education
of children takes place in the three environments of home (family), school and community. Her
theory of overlapping spheres should be understood in the three areas she describes since the
lives of children predominantly take place in all the three settings. Her point is that home,
school, community overlap, thus creating spheres of influence. For Bronfenbrenner (1989), the
development of an individual does not take place in a vacuum, instead, it takes place in a very
particular place or environment.
Epstein (1995) believes that the manner in which schools care about children is
reflected in the way schools care about the children’s families. If educators view children simply
as students, they are likely to see the family as separate from the school (p. 701). As stated
above, the education of children takes place at home, at school and in the community (Epstein,
2001). Epstein (2001) argues that children’s education is supported in all three spheres and,
although by different actors, the efforts in these three spheres overlap. Based on her theory of
overlapping spheres of influence, none of the three (family, school and community) can
adequately educate children alone. All are needed and the more synergy there is among the
three spheres, the better. According to Epstein (2001), time spent in either affects what
happens in the other. In other words, the three environments work together for the education
and benefit of the child (See figure 1.) As family, school and community work together, there
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are some spheres of influence that overlap while others do not overlap. This very American
mainstream model, however, does not resonate with everyone.
Ethiopian Parents and the “Overlapping Spheres of Influence”
Six out of seven of the Ethiopian parents in my study had a negative experience back
home in Ethiopia about parental involvement in their children’s education. It is based on their
experience in Ethiopia that involves on image of a police station when considering relationships
with their children’s teachers. According to them, whenever a parent was called to school,
automatically, the reason was thought to involve some wrongdoing. Parents were not supposed
to say much but listen carefully. Sometimes teachers communicated their messages to them
about their children in a mean way. During the military junta it was common to have been
tortured, arrested or killed at police stations, or any other places, which is why they thought
negatively about interacting with their children’s teachers. This was one of the reasons the
participants were surprised when they found out how teachers treat parents in American
schools; they are not at school only to listen to what teachers say but also to tell them about
their success and concerns.
According to my study, there are some spheres which overlap and others which do not.
First of all, the Ethiopian parents have brought with themselves from Ethiopia the idea that it is
their duty to raise their child and it is the duty of schools to educate this child. This shows the
theory of separate but related or linked spheres of influence. At the same time, these parents
have learned the importance of involving oneself in the education of their children in the US.
The level of involvement differs from parent to parent and is also influenced by the number of
children these parents have at school. For example, some of the parents who have two or three
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children and have been sending them to the same school are able to build good relationships
and can easily communicate with their children’s school. Such parents are also known by the
schools and contacting teachers is not a problem.
Some of the Ethiopian parents are able to see as their duty the need to know what
happens in school in order to help their children. With such parents the theory of overlapping
spheres of influence is more between parents and school. According to Epstein (1995),
communities, including groups of parents working together, create school-like opportunities,
events, and programs that reinforce, reorganize, and reward students for good progress,
creativity, contributions, and excellence (p. 702). This could be an example of community, when
a community takes the initiative to encourage home to do something together for the benefit
of children.
Figure 3: Spheres of Influence of Ethiopian Families, School and Community.
Ethiopian family

Child
Extended family
and ECAC

School

As indicated in the above figure, the Ethiopian family and community overlap more and
this, in turn, strengthens cultural education. Moreover, it also helps children receive a tutoring
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program at the community center. It is also the way to encourage their children by interacting
with children from the same background (Ethiopian) and persevere in their education. In
contrary, the overlapping of family and school is not as strong as between family and
community. The relationship of school and community is not much but they are related
indirectly through children. For example, all parents (the participants and parents who take
their children to the center) are connected to schools through their children. Now from both
sides they bring such connections together indirectly. Therefore, in the case of Ethiopian
immigrant parents, there is more overlapping between family and community and less with
their children’s school.
For Ethiopian immigrant parents, the education of their children should prepare them
for a better life in the area of social, ethical and spiritual growth. Roman says that if children
succeed only academically and they are not able to live in harmony with a society, what kind of
education is that? If education does not help children to be respectful towards the elderly, what
kind of education is that? If education does not help children to discover more about their
Ethiopian heritage/identity, what kind of education is that? In short, an authentic education
should not uproot students from their background but should make them see and approach
things from different perspectives.
For many of the Ethiopian parents, supporting their children in their education is their
duty and can be manifested in different forms. For example, for Lukas, raising a child, providing
food, providing with all the necessary things and taking to and bringing back from school is
considered as involving oneself. The participants also have a tendency to find ways to connect
Ethiopian traditional values, like respect and knowing their Ethiopian identity, to the American
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school system. For these parents, if their children conduct themselves in a respectful manner
and respect school authorities and teachers, they can succeed in their education. For them,
respect also involves listening to teachers attentively. They also believe that if their children are
sure of their Ethiopian background and identity, they can become proud of themselves and
confident in their studies.
There are also areas that the Ethiopian parents find themselves somewhat challenged
based on cultural differences as they try to support their children in education. For example,
back home in Ethiopia, students who do not talk much in classrooms are considered good
students. In the US, on the other hand, students are encouraged and expected to participate
actively by talking and presenting their projects. In similar cases, Ethiopian parents instruct
their children as to follow “the American way.” However, these parents are referring to their
own experience before they left Ethiopia. Now in Ethiopia students are also encouraged to
participate in classroom activities, just like in the US. At the same time, the level of involvement
differs based on class size. Unfortunately, there are still public schools which enroll 60 to 65
students per classroom. In this case, it is almost impossible to expect all students to participate
in class activities in the same manner.
Many of the Ethiopian immigrant parents believe that educating a child should not be
perceived as only the responsibility of teachers. For example, Markos believes that educating a
child is the duty of parents and school. For him, there are a number of days or hours that
schools cannot see students, as well as hours that parents cannot see their children (because of
class). If parents and schools work together by sharing information, such collaboration could
help students to succeed in their studies.
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Even though the Ethiopian immigrant parents in my study have different approaches to
the level of involvement, my study shows that parents with more children have the tendency to
involve themselves more and parents with fewer children involve less. Such involvement is
based on familiarity and relationships built over the years because of their children. Therefore,
it is not easy to simply categorize the way the Ethiopian immigrant parents involve themselves
under or within Epstein’s traditional theory of overlapping spheres of influence.
Ethiopian Parents and “Ecological Systems Theory”
The ordinary meaning of ecology is defined as “a branch of biology which is concerned
with the relationships of organisms to one another and to their physical surroundings” (Concise
Oxford English Dictionary, 1964-2004). In my study the word ecology is used to show the
natural environment of an individual.
Bronfenbrennner’s (1989) ecological theory (EST) is helpful in recognizing the
complexity of factors that impact parental involvement. He explains how an environment
affects the development of a person using five systems. These five systems are: microsystem,
mesosystem, exosystem, macrosystem and chronosystem. Since the Ecological Systems Theory
explains how various systems are interrelated and influence each other, it helps to understand
the child’s development in a better way. Bronfenbrenner (1989) also noted that there is no
“context-free” development process of the individual and that the settings in which all people
live and function are not the same. The EST helps us to understand in a better way why there
are various forms and approaches of parental involvement.
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Bronfenbrenner (1979) explains how an environment affects the development of a
person as follows:
The environmental events that are the most immediate and potent in affecting a
person’s development are activities that are engaged in by others with that person or in
her presence. Active engagement in, or even mere exposure to, what others are doing
often inspires the person to undertake similar activities on her own. A three-year-old is
more likely to learn to talk if others around her are talking and especially if they speak to
her directly. . . . the molar activities engaged in by a person constitute both the internal
mechanisms and the external manifestations of psychological growth (p. 6).
A child’s development and education takes place in a certain home and environment. In
the case of my study, the Ethiopian parents raise and educate their children based on their
backgrounds. Moreover, the way the Ethiopian parents involve themselves in school cannot be
separated from the school community’s and the family’s ecology. As with the Ecological
Systems Theory, this study finds how Ethiopian children’s development does not take place in a
vacuum; the various systems are interrelated and influence each other. Children’s learning
takes place in Ethiopian homes, influenced by the Ethiopian community in Chicago and by
Chicago’s culture, American schools in Chicago, local and national contextual influences, and
the Ethiopian nation and diaspora. Similarly, what goes on in school is influenced by the other
spaces within which the children live their lives: home, the Ethiopian community, etc. All these
elements influence the education of a child. I will examine each of the “systems” as evidenced
by the data in this study.
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Microsystem
Even though Brofenbrenner (1979), when talking about microsystems, presented family,
school, neighborhood and daycare as structures closest to the child, for Ethiopian parents the
structures are not exactly the same with what he presented. For example, in the case of my
study, it involves: family, grandmothers (most of the time, from women’s side), Ethiopian
families, ECAC, the Ethiopian Orthodox Church and school. For Ethiopian parents, neighborhood
is more geographical than knowing and having relationships with their neighborhoods. Instead,
these parents talked how they knew many of their neighborhoods back in Ethiopia. Moreover,
Bronfenbrenner (1989) does not present extended families as they play important roles in the
development and education of a child. According to my study extended families play as
important a role as parents in their children’s lives. In Ethiopian culture, for the success or
failure of a child, extended families can be praised or blamed as often as the family of a child. At
the same time, the participants do believe that the influence of extended families is not as
strong as back home in Ethiopia because many people are busy with their own jobs here in the
US. Cultural differences also influence their lives. The Ethiopian parents believe that their
children are also influenced by technology. Even though the media and information technology
was not as strong as today when Bronfenbrenner wrote about EST, I do believe that it is helpful
to include it within microsystems. There is no doubt that it has a direct influence on children’s
education. In addition to these, many of the Ethiopian parents mentioned that their children
are better equipped in the use of information technology than they are. In turn, this (the issue
about technology) could facilitate a condition for cultural learning.
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Mesosystem
The Ethiopian parents talked about the importance of providing their children with basic
needs and educational materials. For them, what happens at home influences what happens at
school. Even though these families want to involve themselves the way American schools
expect them to, because of their cultural values, beliefs, life experience and language and
cultural barriers, they see teachers’ and parents’ roles as something separate but related. They
also take their children to ECAC from time to time for a tutoring program. In other words,
Bronfenbrenner (1989) presented that family and school can work together to shape or
educate children. Unfortunately, the Ethiopian parents, based on their experience, do not feel
comfortable working with teachers and schools directly. Instead, they would like teachers and
schools to do the job of educating children and parents would take care of their children at
home. They also hope that whatever they do at home with their children will help their children
to behave well at school and succeed there.
Many parents involve themselves more in the area of religious activities than
neighborhood activities although they are involved in Ethiopian community activities. For most
of Ethiopian parents, a neighborhood is more of a geographical location than the relationships
they have with people who live in that certain neighborhood. In other words, they do not know
many people who live in their neighborhoods. Many of them also participate less or not at all in
local politics, or know little about their representatives. In contrary, these Ethiopian parents
would know many people in their native neighborhoods and in the ECAC. At the same time,
none of the participants indicated that the ECAC has replaced the “neighborhood.”
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Exosystem
The Ethiopian parents talked about how taking their children to Ethiopian Orthodox
Church and to the ECAC have been helping them to pass on to them their religion, culture,
values, beliefs, customs, rules and ceremonies. At the same time, there were times that,
because of their workplace schedule, some of these families did not have enough interaction
with their children. In such cases, the Ethiopian parents have the tendency to blame the
American culture (system) for keeping the husband and wife busy to the point of not having
enough time to take care of their children.
According to Ethiopian parents, there are also times (especially during summer time)
when parents take their children to Ethiopia. In doing so, in addition to meeting larger family
members and friends, it gives an opportunity for their children to observe how so many
children lack basic needs, and even more so, educational materials. After coming back to the
US, parents continue to remind their children how they should be grateful for what they have
and to use these wisely and properly.
Macrosystem
According to Ethiopian culture, children are expected to support their families,
regardless of where they live. Therefore, some of the families talked about how supporting
their families back home stopped them from pursuing in their studies, since in some cases, such
parents were supposed to have two jobs to support themselves and also their family members
back home in Ethiopia. In turn, there were times that they could not take their children to
different places in the US for vacation because of their lack of money. As immigrants, who have
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left their homeland and started a new life in the US, they will continue to encounter problems
related to cultural and language barriers and employment.
Even though it has been many years since these parents left Ethiopia, they still do not
have to deal with the military junta which they left behind. Many of them mentioned how they
still feel sad and their memory becomes so vital whenever they think about that regime. Some
parents also mentioned that they are not happy with the current government (see the
Ethiopian educational systems) that has divided the country through ethnic-based federalism. I
think such negative attitudes towards the previous and current governments might take away
some energy from them which they could use for the benefit of their children in different areas.
Chronosystem
For the Ethiopian parents, there are times that are important chronologically in their
lives; they could be positive or negative. Examples include the time they had to leave Ethiopia,
the date they were issued the US visa in neighboring countries, their wedding celebration, their
first child, the year they purchased their first car, the year they bought house and the loss of
their parents and family members. Time, to the participants in this study includes the past,
present and future, but not in a linear way. Their past continues to guide their present, but
their present experiences in the US are also very pertinent in shaping their understandings and
experiences.
Figure 4 shows different kinds of influences within Ethiopian immigrant parents at each
system based on their lives in Chicago and its suburbs. First of all, in the microsystem, family,
grandmothers, extended family, ECAC and the Ethiopian Orthodox church play great roles in
child’s life. At the same time, this influence becomes less and less as the child grows older. In
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other words, the level of support the Ethiopian parents and extended family offer gets less and
less as we go further and further from the center, the child’s location.
Figure 4. Ecological Systems in an Ethiopian/American Context.
Chronosystem: EIP: Leaving
Ethiopia, the date they were
isued the US Visa, wedding
celebration, first child and the
loss of family members
Macrosystem: EIP: Supporting
their families, two jobs, affected
their experience & personal life
Exosystem: Ethiopian
Orthodox Church and ECAC
support their religion and
culture
Mesosystem: EIP:
Providing their children
with basic needs and
school materials
&ECAC
Microsystem: Family,
grandmothers,
extended family,
ECAC and Ethiopian
Orthodox church
Child

Note: EIP stands for Ethiopian Immigrant Parents.

Conclusion
Migration is has become one of the issues which cannot be ignored for many countries.
The number of people who migrate is increasing over time. Nations need to work together to
address the issues of migration. Ethiopians are also part of this migration process in that they
leave Ethiopia for different reasons and migrate to countries like the US, Canada, Europe,
Australia and others. Chicago has become one of the cities Ethiopians migrate to within the US.
Immigrants come across many new factors once they leave their country. Many of these things
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are so new that they could become a source of fear and uncertainty. Education is also a very
new experience for immigrants and their children. When one migrates, educational context
changes and also, in terms of language, environment and relationships with teachers and
school become a new experience.
Ethiopia is one of the countries which was not colonized and it also has its unique
alphabets, Ge’ez or Amharic. It has had its own educational systems during different periods
and regimes. These periods and regimes can be categorized as: traditional education, religious
education, modern education, education during Imperial rule, education during
military/socialist system and education during the federal system. All of these had their own
focus based on the regimes political interests. The same thing is true with the current Ethiopian
government. Even though every country has its own history of education, they often have
different ways of doing things. Parental involvement could be one of these issues.
Many researchers believe that parental involvement helps children to succeed in their
education. However, there is a lot of vagueness about what schools expect and what parents
understand about these expectations. In fact, my study as well shows how the idea of parental
involvement is not clearly understood by Ethiopian immigrant parents. Often, the Ethiopian
parents have a negative experience from back home about parental involvement: if a parent is
called to the school, there is a problem with his/her son/daughter.
I have interviewed seven Ethiopian parents (three women and four men) in Chicago for
my study. To keep the identity of the participants, I have used pseudonames and the data I
collected from them has been kept securely. All parents spoke about how serious they are
about supporting their children’s education. At the same time, their way of understanding
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about parental involvement is different from what American schools expect from parents.
Some parents also see teachers’ and parents’ roles as something separate but related.
Therefore, the Ethiopian parents focus on home-based support.
According to Epstein’s (2001) overlapping spheres, family, school and community should
work together for the benefit of children. The more the three work together, the more the
spheres overlap. Based on the understandings and differences of Ethiopian parents about
parental involvement, there are some spheres which overlap and others which do not or do so
less. Whereas, for Bronfenbrenner (1989) the environmental events are the most immediate
and potent in affecting a person’s development. Hence, unlike what Bronfenbrenner (1989)
presents, Ethiopian culture includes extended family members and also does not depend on
daycare and neighborhood since neighborhood for them depends more on physical location
than to building relationships based on knowing their neighborhoods. Instead, these parents
are supported by Ethiopian families and ECAC. Therefore, the further we go from the center,
the Ethiopian parents’ support for their children diminishes more and more.
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Chapter 9. Conclusion
Chicago has become one of the American cities Ethiopian immigrants and refugees
consider as their primary destination for over two decades. Historically, the relationship
between Ethiopia and the United States began officially in 1903 with the sending of the Skinner
Mission to Ethiopia (Getahun, 2005). In fact, Ethiopian immigrants have had a strong Ethiopian
Community Association of Chicago, about nine or ten Ethiopian restaurants, storeowners and
different businesses. When I decided to do a qualitative study for my research, I considered all
these centers and businesses my potential subjects. Unfortunately, sometimes expectations
and perceptions do not agree with reality.
Even though my study went well, there were some challenges which I had to encounter
in the process. First of all, when I began to translate a flyer from English into Amharic, I found
out that there was a problem with the word “research.” The word research has the connotation
of investigation when translated into Amharic. Since it would not be appropriate to make my
potential participants feel that I am inviting them to investigate, I had to translate the word
research into “educational research.” I did this to show the potential participants that my study
has nothing to do with an investigation of the type that might elicit improprieties regarding
their legal status in this country.
Second, getting Ethiopian immigrant parents to participate in the project was found to
be more difficult than anticipated. I posted flyers in several Ethiopian businesses, restaurants
and the Ethiopian Community Association of Chicago. When I went back to some of these
business centers to find out whether people are taking the flyers or not, I was so happy to see
that people took flyers. Unfortunately, only one person responded to the flyers by giving me a
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call. After a week or so, some store owners told me that Ethiopian parents would not call me
easily for three reasons: 1) They are not sure about what I am going to ask them; could be their
personal life, their immigration status, their educational backgrounds and whether they
support the current Ethiopian government (the ruling party) or not 2) In the US, people are so
busy that they do not have time to spare for you unless they know you well 3) Generally
speaking, Ethiopian immigrants are afraid when their voice is tape-recorded. They are also not
sure for how long the recordings would be kept (even if you tell them that after some time it
will be destroyed). For me, those who took flyers and told storeowners and others that they
would call me, most of them were found through “word of mouth.” When I began to share my
frustration about my project with different businesses, storeowners, acquaintances, Ethiopian
restaurants, and friends of mine, they would ask Ethiopian immigrant parents they knew if
someone would be interested in being a participant. In fact, this approach worked better and
connected me with six out of seven participants.
Third, even though the participants had the options to do their interviews in English or
Amharic, all of them decided to do it in Amharic. Dr. Monkman, the chair of my dissertation and
advisor, instructed me to transcribe the interviews in the language the participants chose. This
required me to get Amharic software and type it in Amharic. I found out that it was difficult and
time consuming. The last time I used an Amharic type writer was 14 or 15 years ago. Moreover,
it was an Amharic typewriter and completely different from using a computer to type Amharic
characters. For example, using computer keys for Amharic, I had to hit two or three keys to
write a single Amharic letter. In addition to this, whenever the participants used English
expressions within Amharic, I had to type those words or phrases in English. In such instances, I
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had to go back and forth (from Amharic to English and vice-versa). It became very frustrating
and tiresome.
The participants are among thousands and thousands of Ethiopian generations which
left the country because of the military junta which overthrew the government of King Haile
Selassie in 1974. Many Ethiopians were arrested, disappeared or were killed by the military
government. According to Tiruneh (1993), the derg [military junta] was already in a position to
declare curfews, effect arrests, confiscate assets and appoint ministers including the premier, it
can arguably be maintained that it had become the government as of 28 June 1974, when it
was established (p. 70). The Ethiopian immigrants were lucky enough to escape from such a
government and arrived in the US. Contrary to the hardships they went through, the
immigrants had Ethiopian pride within themselves; the pride that they come from a noncolonized nation. They also thought that Americans would be aware of this. In reality, they are
considered simply as Africans, immigrants and blacks in the US.
One of the things the participants wanted to emphasize is that the US as portrayed on
television back home and the reality of Americans here are different. For instance, living in the
US is not as easy as others might perceive. In other words, the expectations of the Ethiopian
immigrants and the reality they experienced here often did not concur and the immigrants had
to adjust their thinking to the real American life. Also, many of the immigrants expected that
they could go directly to school without worrying about school tuition and jobs. According to
these immigrants, they thought there would be easy access to homes and money. In reality,
they found out that to live in the US they would always have to work hard and take care of their
bills. Moreover, the image the immigrants had about the US hindered them from perceiving the
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possibility of coming across any homeless persons in the States. This was one of the reasons
they were shocked to find homeless people in the US. At the same time, all the participants
suggested that living in the US is much better than being in Ethiopia and they believed that if a
person works hard, he/she can improve his/her life and the lives of their family members and
friends in Ethiopia too. The gap between expectations and reality concerning the US could be
bridged by giving a general orientation to newly arrived Ethiopian immigrants. It would also be
helpful to find Ethiopians who are fluent in English and Amharic so that immigrants can
understand what is said and its implications. For example, Maru complains that when he first
arrived, he did not get sufficient orientation to face many realities in the US. Such orientation
could help Ethiopian immigrants to develop a more realistic impression of the US and have an
achievable expectation regarding living here. Many of the participants described how their
expectations and reality were inconsistent.
In addition to the expectations and the reality perceived, transitions for many of the
participants were not easy in the US because of the English language and adapting to the new
culture. The hardships the immigrants experienced in Ethiopia because of the military junta
government, during their journey and in neighboring countries, made some of the immigrants
see their life in the US as a bonus and referred to their lives in neighboring countries as “the lost
life.” When these immigrants arrived in the US, they thought and hoped that they would return
to Ethiopia once the military regime was overthrown but once they were married and had
children, they knew that the US would be their “permanent country.” They believed that it
would not be appropriate to take American kids to Ethiopia and send them to school there.
Many of the Ethiopian immigrants believed that they began to feel more at home in the US
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after they began to have children (having children pressured them to find ways to understand
more about the US and dispelled the idea of going back to Ethiopia). At the same time, they
realized that somehow they were handicapped in raising and dealing with their children
because they were raising American kids in an Ethiopian way (this raises the issue of what the
responsibility of schools should be in educating bi-cultural children). As the number of Ethiopian
immigrants in Chicago increases, the number of their children increases also. As a result of this,
the presence of more children from an Ethiopian background will increase among various
Chicago schools. There is no doubt that the education of the Ethiopian immigrant parents’
children is beneficial for the American society.
The Ethiopian immigrants (the participants) perceived themselves as half Ethiopians and
half Americans because of their language and cultural barriers. Many of the immigrants
discovered this when they went back to Ethiopia for the first time. When they were in Ethiopia
for vacation, they would not fit into the Ethiopian society they were raised and educated;
Ethiopians back home also informed them that they did not look like “real” Ethiopians
anymore. The immigrants were also aware of their English language accent and cultural barriers
even after living in the States for over two decades. These are some of the reasons they
consider themselves as half Ethiopians and half Americans. This illustrates the cultural change
processes and how standing out is important. In other words, where one is situated makes
issues appear different.
There are elements which have hindered the Ethiopian immigrants from using English
frequently. For example, the immigrants have the tendency to share an apartment with two or
three others. This leads them to have more opportunity to communicate with each other in
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Amharic, an official Ethiopian language. Most Ethiopians who live in Chicago and in different
parts of the United States belong to the Ethiopian Orthodox Church. The church was considered
the national church and its faith as the national religion until the military government deposed
the regime of Haile Selassie in 1974. The church has continued to have an indirect influence on
the country’s political and social lives. As the Ethiopian Orthodox Church has continued to
consider itself as the national church, it gives service to Ethiopians in Amharic regardless of its
location. This again causes Ethiopian immigrants to use Amharic in places of worship and also at
their places of work, especially at restaurants and businesses owned by Ethiopians. Even
though a frequent use of Amharic encourages the continuity of an Ethiopian official language
and Ethiopian culture, it does not encourage the Ethiopian immigrants to interact with native
speakers of English and it also hinders them from improving their English. Lack of English
proficiency in turn affects their integration into mainstream society and makes it difficult for
them to support their children in their education. This in turn is a two-sided issue: the first issue
is how immigrants maintain their first culture and language as much as possible and the second
issue is how they (immigrants) might learn a second language. Since both of them are
important, they are not easy choices. At the same time, parents and children do not struggle in
the same manner regarding these two issues (maintaining ones culture/language first and then
learn a second one). For example, for Ethiopian-born parents, their culture and language are
within themselves. Whereas, for children, the American culture and language is within them
and learning Ethiopian culture and language is a challenge. Their parents also face similar
challenge in learning the American culture and language.
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Many of the participants experienced Haile Selassie’s regime and also continued to carry
with them these experiences and memories for years. The country has changed considerably
since they left Ethiopia. In fact, the image of Ethiopia they have been carrying with them has
disappeared long ago. Therefore, the Ethiopian immigrants have not faced and accepted this
reality. In regard to parental involvement, the Ethiopian immigrants recall their experience of
over two decades during which teachers and schools had to communicate everything to
parents about their children. They have failed to understand how Ethiopia has also changed in
the area of education and has many public and private schools, including higher education. This
demonstrates how immigrants rely on an outdated version of the home in making sense of
their new homeland. This is important because of at least three reasons: first of all, it shows
how many of these immigrants disconnected themselves from Ethiopian reality (many of them
visited Ethiopia only after living in the US for many years), secondly, by the time many of the
immigrants visited Ethiopia, many changes did not look like changes at all (since they were
evaluating those changes using the US development as the standard) and thirdly, they could be
relying on an outdated version of Ethiopia that might help immigrants feel proud of themselves
because they made a good decision to have left a country which never changes. In reality, many
Ethiopians, who were educated in the US and Europe, have brought back with them Western
educational values and styles.
Parental involvement in schools is something which is supported by American schools,
Federal legislation and academic studies (literature) (Epstein & Sheldon, 2002, p. 201). For the
most part, American schools believe in a parental involvement philosophy in which parents can
help their children better by collaborating with schools closely and using their experiences and
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their talents and skills. Unfortunately, such parental involvement practice reflects the culture of
elite and mainstream Americans (Hornby & Lafaele, 2011, p. 39). I presented different examples
in my research to show that the Ethiopian immigrants have different forms of parental
involvement typologies which are deeply rooted in their beliefs, values, customs, ceremonies
and culture. Therefore, there is a need to include immigrants’ parental involvement typologies
into the current and widely known and accepted typologies, for example, Epstein’s model of
parental involvement.
I used for my study Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) Ecological Systems Theory as the
conceptual theory. My study shows that Ethiopian parents interact more with community than
school, especially, Ethiopian families in Chicago and ECAC. In turn, community and family
strengthen cultural education. Unlike Brofenbrenner (1979) Ethiopian culture includes the
extended families. Family members and the extended families share equal responsibility for the
success or the failure of a child. At the same time, the level of families and extended families
are not as strong as in Ethiopia because of cultural differences and their busy schedules. I also
used the theory of Bronfenbrenner to show how the Ethiopian parents’ backgrounds, the
difficult time they had in Ethiopia, their journey to neighboring countries and their life
experience in the US, have influenced the way they support their children’s education.
The level of involvement differs from parent to parent and is also based on the number
of children these parents have in school. For example, some of the parents who have two or
three kids and have been sending them to the same school are able to build good relationships
and can easily communicate with their children’s schools. These parents are also known by the
school of their children and connecting with them is not a problem. As parents, family and

187

school interact more widely, more overlapping spheres of influence take place. In addition to
this, a new environment calls for an appropriate response among parents, family, school and
community. In other words, families, parents, communities and schools do not exist in a
vacuum. Since the Ethiopian parents I interviewed also deal with American schools in a given
culture and climate, there is a need for the participants (without losing their own beliefs, values
and culturally rooted PI typologies) in Chicago to learn more about traditional or widely
accepted forms of parental involvement to support their children in a better way.
Even though the majority of the participants have not attended a university, but might
have taken some college level courses, the Ethiopian parents want to see their children succeed
in their studies at the graduate level. For this, they use several means to support their children
academically. At the same time, the kind of parental support they offer to their children is not
exactly one which might be recognized by American schools. The Ethiopian immigrants have a
tendency to support their children at home (fulfilling their needs) and by responding to letters
sent from their children’s schools. Moreover, almost all the Ethiopian parents have had a
negative experience from back home, Ethiopia, about parental involvement; if a parent is called
to school, their children most likely have done something wrong. They have manifested this
during the interview as to how they have carried with them for many years the experience they
had from their parents and other family members in Ethiopia. In addition to this, Ethiopian
parents have a practice of disciplining their children corporally. According to them, such
practice is illegal in the US. However, contrary to what Ethiopian immigrant parents have said
about corporal punishment, it is not illegal in the whole US but only in some states. Based on
such misunderstanding, the Ethiopian immigrants find themselves somewhat challenged as to
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how they should discipline their children if for instance, they do not do their homework, study
or they misbehave. They believe that they are expected to learn American ways to discipline
their children in the US. For some parents, such ways are not easy since they require English
language proficiency to communicate to their children effectively. Some parents try to
communicate different ways of discipline to their children in Amharic even though the level of
Amharic understanding differs from child to child, depending upon the efforts families put into
teaching the language.
It is somewhat baffling for the Ethiopian immigrant parents to understand how Chicago
schools receive parents and interact with them respectfully. Based on their past experience in
Ethiopia, for many of these parents, being called to school was similar to being called to a police
station; the metaphor of police station is used to show the level of the military junta in all
sectors when these immigrants left the country. Once the Ethiopian parents got such
encouragement and attitude from Chicago schools, such situations began slowly to attract the
Ethiopian immigrant parents to involve themselves in their children’s education. Moreover, the
more children a family enrolls in the same school, the better the relationships that family builds
and the more the familiarity with American school cultures increases. At the same time,
language and cultural barriers remain as some of the obstacles for the Ethiopian immigrant
parents even after living in the US for almost over two decades.
Some Ethiopian immigrants consider parental involvement as two things which should
be done at two different places; home and school. For such parents, whatever is supposed to
take place outside school is the responsibility of parents and whatever happens in school is the
duty of teachers. For the participants, all kinds of children’s needs should be addressed by
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parents, including a practical schedule to be followed by children at home and which also helps
children to focus on things related to their academic success. They also believe that it is
parents’ duty to look into their children’s recreational time. Whereas, it is the duty of teachers
to educate students at schools and as parents, they trust those teachers would fulfill their jobs
faithfully. Otherwise, if the Ethiopian immigrants involve themselves in schools too much, they
see or perceive it as interference and lack of trust.
Many of the Ethiopian parents have good interactions with the Ethiopian Community
Association of Chicago. Since the center runs multiple programs, it is also the way to connect
their children with their Ethiopian roots and also to get support academically from others or to
help other children with similar Ethiopian backgrounds. It is also the way to show their children
how they are supposed to behave according to Ethiopian culture, especially when elderly
people (in this case, parents of other Ethiopian children) are around. It is also an opportunity to
prove to their children that all children from Ethiopian backgrounds are going to school and
doing well and also to encourage them to communicate in Amharic. At the community center, it
is possible to see some children who communicate effectively in Amharic and such children
might become inspirations to those who do not understand Amharic as well. This also gives
children the opportunity to listen to their parents at home when they encourage them to
communicate in Amharic.
It is true that in a normal circumstances parents want their children to succeed in many
areas, including education. Even though this is true with the Ethiopian immigrants, the
participants go further and want to claim any degrees of their children as their own to bridge
the gap of their lack of graduate study. For this, they consider their missed opportunity of not
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going to higher education in Ethiopia and the US as the first failure and if they do not succeed
graduate level study through their children, as a second failure; a failure which they do not
want to see or expect. This might put an enormous amount of pressure on their children to go
to graduate schools whether they intend to or not. Instead, the Ethiopian immigrant parents
need to come to terms with their lack of higher education and simply tell their children why
they did not have the opportunity to go to university. Moreover, it is not too late for these
immigrant parents to go to higher education since there are so many options in Chicago to
improve in the area of further education.
Unlike their parents back home, the Ethiopian immigrant parents send their children to
school in the country where there is no threat from government to arrest or kill their children.
Their parents were powerless to protect their children (the participants) from a brutal
government in Ethiopia. In contrast, they are in the country (the US) where children’s rights are
protected, including any threats from their parents. There is also the availability of resources
for their children at schools and also at different libraries. Unlike Ethiopia, there are also many
colleges and universities in the US. Nevertheless, many of the immigrants have the tendency to
compare themselves with their old friends in Ethiopia; educationally and financially. Their old
friends and their children live in Ethiopia and will compete within Ethiopian society in their own
country and culture; the country they are born in and raised. Instead, the immigrants’ children
live in a very developed country and they are supposed to prepare themselves accordingly to
compete within American society.
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Recommendations for Future Research
My study focuses on Ethiopian immigrants who left the country during the time of
military rule (1974 – 1991). It is possible to widen the scope of Ethiopian parental involvement
in Chicago by dividing immigrants into time frames or eras. For example, what does parental
involvement look like for parents who came to Chicago during the time of King Haile Selassie?
How about parents who have come to Chicago during current Ethiopian regime? (1991 –
current). How about Ethiopian parents who have post graduate degrees? How about single
Ethiopian parents? How about those who live in Chicago and suburbs? How about looking at
different ethnic backgrounds? (to identify Ethiopian immigrants based on their ethnic groups
and see whether parental involvement is different or the same).
There are also American-born Ethiopian children who are now parents themselves. It
would be interesting to find out how they involve themselves in their children’s education. All
the participants in my study completed their high school in Ethiopia and are considered
survivors (had to face different hardships before they got to the US); they are now parents and
enjoy American dreams. At the same time, they have brought with them some negative
experiences about parental involvement from Ethiopia: If a parent is called to school, his/her
child must have done something wrong. Therefore, what would parental involvement look like
for Ethiopian parents who are born in the US? How much do Ethiopian beliefs, values, customs,
ceremonies and culture guide them as they support their children in education?
There are also Ethiopian immigrants who have been coming to the US through diversity
visa lottery. Such Ethiopians do not have to go to neighboring countries as immigrants and face
different hardships, instead, they are issued visas through the US Embassy in Addis Ababa,
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Ethiopia. It would be interesting to find out, once they become parents, how their direct way
(flying directly from Ethiopia to the US) of coming to the US helps or affects how they involve
themselves in the education of their children. Do they also involve their children in the
Ethiopian Community Association of Chicago and other Ethiopian events?
Implications for Practice
My study deals with the Ethiopian immigrants who fled the country during the military
junta and also how these parents support their children in their education and some of the
challenges they face. Even though immigrants had to go through similar hardships, they also
have their own backgrounds and differences. One of these differences is coming from different
parts of Ethiopia. These immigrant parents are strong; unlike many of their friends, they
survived the brutality of a military junta and arrived safely in the US. Now they are sending their
children to American schools. At the same time, there is a need to recognize their beliefs,
customs, ceremonies, values and culture; which are rooted in parental involvement typologies.
Some of the Ethiopian immigrant parents manage their own businesses. Owning a
business involves understanding the different rules and regulations of the host country in a
business sector. Many of them have become successful in this area and have hired tutors for
their children from time to time. Some parents also have tried to introduce Ethiopian culture
through their businesses to Americans, including at Chicago schools. For example, bringing
Ethiopian traditional food to schools where their children go. This is meant to build good
relationships with Chicago schools for the sake of their children and the community. Therefore,
there is a need to learn that Ethiopian immigrants are serious about their children’s education.
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Moreover, the Ethiopian immigrants are hard working and law abiding people and if they are
given the opportunity, they could do more.
The Ethiopian immigrants come from a country which has never been colonized and this
provides them with a especial kind of pride. As Chicago schools deal with children from
Ethiopian background, it would be beneficial to make efforts to learn about their Ethiopian
heritage. In doing so, it is possible not to simply label immigrants from Ethiopia as simply
“blacks, Africans and immigrants.” Even though Ethiopians see themselves as different people
based on the freedom they always maintained by resisting colonization, the Ethiopian
immigrants have to accept and live with it the reality that they are also labeled as Africans,
blacks and immigrants in the US. For the Ethiopian immigrants, being called to school means
their children must have done something wrong. They have brought such a negative experience
with them from Ethiopia (how schools did not treat parents respectfully; especially when they
left the country). There is a need for Chicago schools not to perceive that negligence is involved
whenever Ethiopian parents feel uncomfortable because they were called to their children’s
schools. Moreover, it is important for schools and educators who work with children who come
from non-American cultures to be aware of the social and cultural differences and how these
affect the holistic education of these children.
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Appendix B. Interview Guide6
Interview 1.
Life History Questions
1. Tell me a bit about your history.
a. Where did you grow up?
i. How many people in your family? Are you the oldest? Youngest? or in the
middle?
ii. What kind of a community are you from? What was it like there?
1. Do you return for visits? If so, how often?
b. Have you lived elsewhere (before you moved here)?
c. What kinds of work have you done?
i. When did you start working?
ii. What was your first job?
iii. Subsequent jobs?
d. When you were growing up what did you think your adult life would be like?
i. Have you followed that path? Why or why not?
e. What kind of work do you do now?
i. [If there is a difference between earlier jobs and current work…] Why did you
change direction in your work?
Migration-related questions
2. How did you come to be in Chicago?
a. How was the decision made to leave Ethiopia?
b. How was the decision made to come here?
i. Why Chicago?
1. Did you know others here?
2. If so, what are their relationships to you ? (family? Friends? People from
community or origin?)
3. What kinds of communication did you have with them as you were
deciding to move here?
a. What was your impression from those conversations about
what you’d find here?
i. Is that what you found?
ii. How is it the same or different?
c. How did you get here (to Chicago)? (Did you come directly from Ethiopia or through
neighboring countries?)
d. What was your process of getting settled here?
i. Who helped you get settled? (friends, family, agencies?)
ii. How did they help? How helpful was their help? What might you have wanted
help with, now that you can see the process in hindsight?
iii. Have you helped others to come here and get settled? How?

6

I have adapted, Karen Monkman’s Interview Guide for Parents, with her permission, from her research with
immigrant families.
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e. How long have you been in this area? … in your current home? How many times have
you moved within the US? … within the Chicago area? Have you moved back to your
country, and back here again?
f. If you were to give advice to someone considering a move to the U.S. from Ethiopia,
what would you talk to them about? [or] Pretend I have never been to US and if we
meet in Ethiopia and I’m considering a move to the U.S., and possibly Chicago. What
would you want to tell me? What should I know/think about?
g. What kinds of things have you learned along the way? How did you learn them?
3. Let’s talk more about the learning process.
h. What kinds of things do you think people learn who move here from another country?
i. How do they learn these things?
ii. How do they come to know that they should learn these things?
Education-related Questions
4. And, some background about your own education…
i. When did you start school? What kind of a school was it?
j. Then where? (+ probing questions about subsequent schooling experiences).
k. What do you think the strengths and challenges were in your educational experiences?
Why?
l. Did you attend university? If so:
i. What did you study in university?
ii. Where did you go to university?
5. What is “education”? What comes to mind when I ask this question?
Interview 2.
[Start with a reminder about some of the main points we talked about from the previous interview (in
part to validate their contributions to the research, and in part to focus attention on a broad notion of
“education”).]
6
Education can refer to what happens in schools, or what people learn in life. If you were to think
about this distinction:
a. What kinds of “education” (learning) have you found to be important in your own life?
Where, when, why, what, how?
b. Since arriving in the U.S., what kinds of experiences have you had that are
“educational”?
i. What have you learned since arriving here? How did you learn it?
1. Cultural expectations?
2. English classes? Citizenship classes?
3. Professional education classes?
4. Probe for other types, e.g., learning about expectations that schools
have of parents and children here.
7
Tell me about your involvement in your child(ren)’s education…
c. What is your role, as a parent, in your child(ren)’s educations?
i. Why is this important?
ii. How do you go about this?
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d.

e.

f.
g.
h.

iii. Have you always had this same notion of your role or purpose regarding
his/her/their education? Where do you think your understanding of this came
from? What or who has influenced it?
iv. What kinds of things do you do to support your children’s learning processes,
outside of the school setting? How? When? How often? Why?
v. What else do you do?
vi. Is there anything you’d like to be doing?
1. What impedes your ability to do so?
How would you characterize your relationship with your child(ren)’s school(s)?
i. How does communication happen? Who initiates it? What is it about? Who do
you talk with (or get communications from) the most? Who else? About what?
ii. How much do you know about what goes on in school? How do you know that?
iii. Do you think there are other things you might want to know about? What? Why
don’t you know about them?
iv. What do the teachers/principal/others at the school know about your family,
your child, and your family’s background?
1. What do they understand about families who come from African
countries?
a. Do they discern any meaningful differences among different
countries from which students come?
b. How do they get their “knowledge” (or impressions)?
2. Have you had a role in educating the school about your child as an
individual? As a member of your family? As a member of your
community? As a student whose background is linked to an African
community? How so?
3. Are there any things that you wish the school would better understand?
If so, what? How would you suggest they go about finding out?
v. What kind of a relationship do you think schools and families should have?
1. What is the role of parents? What is the role of schools?
2. What do you do, personally? What does your spouse/partner do,
personally? What do mothers tend to do vs. fathers? Are there any
gender differences in who does what, when it comes to being involved
parents? What? Why?
vi. What do American schools expect of students? … of parents?
1. How have you learned about what American school expect of students?
…of parents?
What kinds of interactions or involvement do you have with your child(ren)’s school(s)?
i. Probe to get at examples of things done at home…
ii. Probe for things done at school…
iii. Probe for … [other types of involvement/interactions]
What do you see that works well in our schools here?
i. Academically
ii. Re: how families and schools relate to each others
What do you see that works well in schools in your country?
i. Academically
ii. Re: how families and schools relate to each others
What are your hopes for your children, long-term?
i. What can schools do to support making this a reality?
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ii. What do you do to help make this a reality?
8. What else do you think I should know about parents and their children’s educations? What else
should I know about parents and their relationships with their children’s schools?
9. What haven’t I asked about that you think might be important for me to know?
10. I will not be talking to your children’s school specifically (so, please be open in your response), but I’ll
be collecting information like this from many parents and writing up a report about what parents of
African descent want US schools to know that would be useful in educating their children. What would
you want me to include?
At the end of my 2nd interview, I said the following:
Thank you for your generosity with your time and with sharing your life experiences and perspectives. I
would like to ask if you know anyone who may want to participate in the study, particularly some of the
people you mentioned earlier, and if they are also parents, or any teachers you might know from
Ethiopia. Could you please share this flyer with them and have them contact me? [Handout recruitment
flyer—Appendix A.]
If it is agreeable with you, I’d like to contact you one more time for a short conversation—no more than
30 minutes—to clarify anything that needs clarification. This would happen in several weeks from now,
after I have finished all the interviews. May I call you?
Interview 3.
The third interview was for the purpose of member checking. Questions were raised for some
clarifications and minor changes, and were focused on getting the interviewee’s perceptions of my
emerging analysis.
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Appendix C. Methodological Reflection
When I was originally interviewed for a doctoral program, one of the things I was asked
was whether I had a topic for dissertation or not. Since then, I began to look for possible topics.
At the beginning I considered two or three topics. Some of the courses I took helped me a lot in
choosing a topic and also deciding what kind of research methodology to follow for my project.
Finally, I came up with the current one and Dr. Monkman, the chair of my dissertation
committee, pointed out to me that it looked good and encouraged me to continue to work on
it.
Even though the experiences and stories of dissertations are different from student to
student, my dissertation reminds me about a mountain that I climbed 20 years ago with my
friends. The mountain is located 50 miles to the east of Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. We were about
150 seminarians from different congregations and dioceses. There were about three or four
buses to take us to the bottom of the mountain. Because there was no road for buses to go all
the way to the top of the mountain, they just brought us to the bottom of the mountain. We
began to walk from there. Some of our professors and seminarians looked at the mountain’s
height and decided not to try. Some walked five percent of the mountain and then gave up.
Some others tried for ten percent, 15, 40, and 50 percent and decided not to continue. We
were only twelve or fifteen seminarians who climbed to the top of the mountain. How did we
make it? We walked slowly, rested and remained together and encouraged one another.
The mountain metaphor illustrates the journey I have had since I was admitted to the
doctoral program. When I was admitted to the program, I was excited and began taking courses
enthusiastically. When we started our journey from Addis Ababa to climb that mountain, we
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were full of joy and had enough energy. Of course, because we were going by buses, we did not
have to worry about distance or being lonely. I would compare taking different courses in my
doctoral program with the journey by bus to the mountain—I was not alone. We knew when to
submit different papers. All students were expected to submit their papers by indicated dates.
All seminarians and doctoral students were brought to the bottom of the mountain together.
Once we left those buses, we were supposed to begin walking to the top of the mountain in
small groups or by ourselves. In a similar way, working on my dissertation, I had contact with
peers but as we each progressed the work was more individual. Both the walk up the
mountain, or through the dissertation process, require personal efforts, self-discipline and
perseverance.
As the road from Addis Ababa to the mountain was smooth and rough in different
places, so was the journey in this program: some times were more difficult or more challenging
than others. For example, reading many books and articles for my literature review, getting
participants for my research, transcribing the interviews in Amharic, etc., were not easy. In a
similar way, when we started to walk up a steep trail, some places were scarier than others.
Moreover, there were places which were slippery because of the rain the night before, and
some of those places made us pause and wonder whether it was possible for us to climb to the
top of the mountain. In such circumstances, we came up with different plans and decided to go
to the right or left of the road to avoid the slippery spots. In doing so, sometimes we had to
walk more miles than if we had taken a different route as we headed towards the top of the
mountain. There were also times I had to stop writing my dissertation and go to Dr. Monkman’s
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office for clarifications of some sections or issues. As avoiding slippery spots helped us on our
journey, these conversations helped me with my work.
When we came down to the bottom of the mountain after visiting the mountain’s top, it
gave us joy and pride among our friends. The process of my dissertation is similar to the journey
I made with my friends to climb that mountain. As those who climbed the mountain remained
together during the journey, I also remained connected to my dissertation chair. I tried to
follow her guidance, address her comments, and ask her for further clarifications. As we were
climbing the mountain, sometimes we rested. As we rested, we still continued to talk about the
mountain and how to get to its top. In a similar way, when I got tired of writing my dissertation,
I stopped writing and read different articles related to my work. Moreover, in the process of
working on my dissertation, I learned to focus on completing one section after another rather
than being worried about the entire dissertation—I approached it step by step.
Even though my interviews went well, if I had to do it again, I would get the help of
someone more skilled at transcribing in the Amharic alphabet. The number of participants was
a good choice to generate sufficient data and if I had to do it again, I would use similar
recruitment strategy. I also enjoyed positive interactions I had with many of the participants. In
the process of recruiting participants for my research, I have learned that using only
recruitment flyers in a study such as this is ineffective. In addition to recruitment flyers, having
connections with different people is important and helpful because trust needs to be
developed. Once I completed the interviews, I found out that the pilot study I did in the
qualitative research methods course helped me a lot as I was transcribing, looking for common
themes and analyzing my interviews.
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As I was working on my dissertation, I got frustrated by a lot of comments, general and
specific from time to time from my dissertation chair: “These paragraphs don’t belong here,”
“you need another subtitle,” “something is missing here,” “it is better to use x author here
rather than author y,” and “how do you know? . . . don’t assume.” I gradually learned that
those comments were meant to keep me on the right track and help me move to the next
sections or steps. I also found out that those comments were part of the dissertation process.
In fact, they are so important and necessary that they brought me to the top of the mountain,
to reach the peak—the comments helped me to complete my dissertation! As my friends and I
descended the mountain joining others, and told them how we made it all the way to the top of
the mountain and had a wonderful experience, I have begun to tell my family members and
friends about my success in completing my dissertation. I hope I can now be as helpful to others
as they climb their own mountains.
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